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Abstract 
During the first four decades of the 20th century the railways created a new type of 
worker in China, the railwayman. He was employed in the use of a new and evolving 
technology, and he was organised and managed in ways different to the previous 
organisation of Chinese labor. This study, in looking at the experiences of railway 
workers, inquires into the origin and formation of the emergent Chinese industrial 
working class in the first half of the 20th century. The years up to 1937 were those 
during which the working for the railways became an established occupation and the 
administration was placed in the hands of a new elite of managers who were 
increasingly trained specially for the tasks of running the railway system. 
By inquirying into the lives of railway workers this dissertation opens a window 
onto a vista of complex questions about the development of modem industry in 
China and its working class. The study is focussed on those who ran the Chinese 
National Railways. What was it like for former peasants and artisans to become 
railwaymen in a large bureaucratic organisation that required and enforced new work 
practices and discipline in a world of mechanised regularity? How did one become an 
engine driver, a workshop craftsman, or a station hand? Was the experience of 
Chinese railwaymen different from that of their counterparts elsewhere? What does 
the experience of railwaymen tell us about the early Chinese working class? Were 
they part of a new class, or did the persistence of the past, the ties of village and kin, 
fragment railway workers? 
In common with recent studies of Chinese labor this dissertation has used the 
archival and other sources which have become available over the past decade to draw 
a different picture to that which we have become acquainted through the past labor 
history of China. The workers and their families are made to speak to us. In their 
stories which are is told here we see the crucial role of native place and family in the 
recruitment of railway workers and the segmentation of skill. Work was organised 
differently on the railways. Its discipline system structured the working day, 
determining career and life outcomes. Hard as this system might have been at times, 
there were also big rewards: the railway worker was well off compared with other 
industrial workers. They earned more than most, had steady work, and shared in a 
large social wage which included education, medical and welfare benefits. In an 
analysis of the long-run trend in real wages this dissertation demonstrates a sustained 
rise in living standards from the late 1910s to the mid-1930s. This finding is a major 
contribution to our understanding of the distributional effect of economic growth 
during the interwars years of Republican China. 
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Introduction 
China entered the railway age late. At the turn of the 20th century there was only 860 
kilometres of track and about 3000 railway workers. Over the next four decades the 
railways became a major employer of industrial labor in China's tiny modem sector. 
By 1937 there were probably more than 300,000 railway workers in China Proper 
and the Japanese-controlled northeast. Their stories, though, have not been told in 
any detail. The interest of historians in China's railways have been focussed on other 
stories, about the politics and diplomacy of imperialist rivalry to obtain railway 
concessions, the problems of financing the huge investment in permanent way and 
rolling stock, and the economic impact of railways on the rural economy and the 
small modem industrial sector. Railway schemes, construction deals, and finance 
agreements or preferential treatment with contracts for railway projects, were a part 
of many agreements between China and foreign powers for the four decades from the 
conclusion of the Treaty of Tianjin in 1885. In short, the story of Chinese railways 
has been told in terms of politics and diplomacy, finance and economics, and the 
technology employed.' Almost forgotten are the workers who built and ran the 
railways. 
The railwaymen^ were an entirely new workforce, using a new and evolving 
technology, and organised and managed in ways different to the previous 
organisation of Chinese labor. They were a prominent and privileged part of the 
modem workforce. As with others who labored in the new industrial enterprises 
which emerged in China from the late 19th century, railwaymen were recmited from 
among rural laborers and handicraft artisans. Similarly, as in other industries, railway 
workers brought with them various kinds of self-help associations, secret societies. 
' Major representative works are cited in the overview of railway development. A classic on the 
scramble for concessions is Percy H. B. Kent, Railway Enterprise in China: An Account of its 
Origin and Development, (London, 1907). A recent study which comprehensively looks at the 
economics, politics, diplomacy, financing and construction of railways, is Ralph W. 
Huenemann, The Dragon and the Iron Horse: The Economics of Railroads in China, 1876-
1937, (Cambridge, MA, 1984). 
^ A notable exception is Chang Jui-te [Zhang Ruide], Zhongguo jindai tielu shiye guanli de yanjiu: 
Zhengzhi cengmian de fenxi, 1876-1939 (Raih-oads in Modem China: Political Aspects of 
Raih-oad Administration, 1876-1937), (Taibei, 1991). Half the study (pp. 107-211) is devoted to 
the personnel administration of Chinese railways. 
^ Women were not Just invisible in the record; they were statistically few. In 1933 there were eight 
women seamstresses employed on the Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou Railway, and none other 
among the 81,448 manual grade employees on the Chinese National Railways. Ministry of 
Railways, Guoyou tielu laogong tongji, di-yi-zhong (State railways labor statistic, first series), 
(Nanjing, 1934). A handful of women were employed in medical services, office work and 
domestic-type duties. Some also worked on construction in the early 1900s. Robert J. Phillips, 
Kowloon-Canton Railway (British Section): A History, (Hong Kong, 1990), p. 32. 
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and the habits, cultural values and consciousness of their native place. The 
persistence of the past shaped the type of workforce that was moulded in these new 
work places, the forms of organisation among workers, and their response to the new 
industrial environment. Communities of railway families which grew up aroimd the 
large workshops and the railway jimction towns were held together and organised 
along native-place lines, and in these communities railway families partially 
recreated the order of a remembered past from a village or rural town; a native place 
sometimes distant, other times nearby."^ 
How these separate pasts were played out, though, was anything but uniform. 
Within the same industrial sector the place of origin might make for quite different 
responses to the new industrial or social environment. This study, then, is an inquiry 
into the origin, formation and experiences of the emergent Chinese industrial 
working class in the first half of the 20th century explored through a reconstruction 
of the life of Chinese railwaymen between 1912 and 1937. It was a period during 
which the working for the railways became an established occupation, the rail 
network was extended, industrial organisation of workers took place, and the 
administration was placed in the hands of a new elite of managers who were 
increasingly trained specially for the tasks of rurming the railway system. 
My approach to the study of railway workers has been influenced by the studies 
of Peter Kingsford, Walter Licht and R. D. Grillo from whom I have borrowed 
techniques.^ Common to the approach to writing about labor in Europe and North 
America over the past two decades, this study seeks to move beyond the confines of 
a narrative of strikes, labor unions and working class leadership that dominate most 
labor history of China. This study looks at the way in which railwaymen lived and 
died; how they were hired, paid, trained, disciplined, promoted, and fired. It 
examines the "labour economy" — the railway administration's use of labor — and 
the "social economy" — the standard of living and social context — of life on the 
railways.^ This approach teases out from a variety of material, much previously 
^ For example, at the Hankou Jiang'an workshops the artisans originally recruited from Fujian 
province lived in a district on the edge of the workshops called Fujian village (Fujian cun). 
Today the road which leads through this area, still a residential district for railway employees, is 
called Fujian Street; other roads bear the names of places from where workers had come, such as 
the Hubei counties of Huangpi and Xiaogan. 
^ Peter Kingsford, Victorian Railwaymen: The Emergence and Growth of Railway Labour, 1830-1870 
(London, 1970); Walter Licht, Working for the Railroad: The Organization of Work in the 
Nineteenth Century (Princeton, 1983); R. D. Grillo, African Railwaymen: Solidarity and 
Opposition in an East African Labour Force, (Cambridge, 1973). 
® Kingsford, Victorian Railwaymen, pp xiii, defines the labor economy as "those aspects of labour on 
the railway which concerns its use by railway companies", such as recruitment, discipline, 
wastage, mobility and industrial relations, and the social economy as "those aspects which 
concern the standard of living and the railwaymen in their social context", such as income, 
housing, promotion, job security, education and health. 
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inaccessible^, the importance of family and non-family personal ties in recruitment 
which flow on to the relationships between workers, the type of career pattern, and 
the way workers responded to events in the work place which called forth various 
types of collective organisation, such as friendly societies and trade unions. Asking 
fresh questions of routine administrative records has yielded new data on Chinese 
railwaymen which is mostly missing from the past accounts of Chinese labor. 
Industrial action and organisation is not neglected. Workers' actions and associations 
are some of the few indicators we have in the historical record of the development of 
a sense of identity among any group of workers and a sense of consciousness of their 
being different. It is also an indicator of how railwaymen shared a sense of 
membership of the working class as distinct from their membership of a dialect, 
industrial or regional fraternity. 
A study of railway workers is a window into a range of complex issues 
associated with the development of capitalism in China and the question of the 
working class. The railway introduced large-scale and bureaucratic organisation of 
work that was modem and capitalist in form. Railwaymen were employed in 
operating a dispersed transport network that required a complex variety of technical 
and managerial skills. The technology imposed an organising imperative such that 
the work was very closely managed through an elaborate hierarchical form of 
administration quite unlike any former system of control which had been employed 
in late traditional China to carry out large-scale industrial, transport or engineering 
projects.^ Trains had to run on a set schedule according to fixed rules for both 
economy and safety. 
For the railway workforce this meant the imposition of new forms of control and 
the fostering of new attitudes by the railway administration. New skills were needed; 
so too was a new work-discipline regime. In Victorian England or mid-19th century 
North America the railways could draw on an established pool of skill and 
experience for the operation of a regular long-haul transport service.^ In China, 
however, the pool of suitable labor for the railways was probably more restricted, and 
most workers were without any experience of steam technology. That does not mean 
^ The material I use includes wage registers, personnel files, and applications for jobs, leave, transfers 
and compensation which will be described in the section on sources in Chapter 1. 
^ Such as, for example, the imperial handicraft-based manufactories, the bringing together of huge 
gangs of tens of thousands of workers to handle the annual grain shipments on the Grand Canal, 
or the building of official-sponsored water-control projects. 
' Licht, Working for the Railroad, pp. 4-5, argues that "the railroads did not provide a new kind of 
employment, [but] ... offered a new type of work experience" in enterprises "vastly different" in 
size, complexity and management. The early railway workers were recruited "from occupations 
where skills were roughly analogous and transferable": workshop artisans from the iron, 
machine and building trades; conductors from stagecoach drivers, steamship stewards and mail 
boat captains; station masters from commerce and commission agencies; clerks from 
government offices (37). "For each grade of service there were sources of supply to be drawn 
on. Skills from existing pursuits could be transferred and adapted to the need of railway 
operations" (43). 
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there was not a pool of labor with artisan and commercial skills from which railway 
workers could be recruited — the difference between the early railways in China and 
Britain, for example, is one more probably of work culture and practice than 
technology. Artisan skills in China were not wholly separated from the seasonal 
agricultural laborer who might ply his skills in urban areas during the slack season. 
In other words, there was not an industrially committed workforce, for the most part, 
nor had the links with the countryside been broken irrevocably as had resulted from 
the enclosure movement in England or migration in America, stripping the non-
agricultural workforce in both countries of their links with a rural past and an 
alternative means of livelihood on the land. 
Let it not be thought that the new work regime and new skills meant that the 
early generations of Chinese railway workers were passive instruments of the railway 
administrations. The workers acted and reacted upon the different structures of work 
to modify and alter the way work was performed. The study looks both at how 
railwaymen organised themselves on the job and in the community, and at how 
organisation was imposed from above upon the work experience of railwaymen. 
From above there worked upon the ranks of railwaymen the actions of various 
railway administrations, the supervising government ministries, the militarists and 
the political parties, and the delegated agents of these forces. From below, within the 
ranks of the various grades of workers, there were links and obligations involving 
brotherhoods (xiongdihui), regional gangs or mutual aid native-place associations 
(known variously as bangkou, bangpai or tongxianghui), secret societies {mimi 
shehui, or in the language of the time, huidang or banghui), trade guilds (hanghui) 
and union-like societies (Jongrenhui), and modem labor unions (gonghui). Forms and 
expressions of organisational power from above and below were intertwined. Aspects 
of each impinged in various ways in structuring the labor process at work, the 
politics of the workplace, and the life of the railwaymen as part of a wider 
community and polity. They cannot be simply compartmentalised. Native place or 
kinship bonds crossed classes, crossed status, and crossed occupational demarcations. 
At times these older ties reinforced class bonds; at other times they served to weaken 
them and strengthened loyalties based on vertical affiliations of kin and region. 
The study is focussed on those workers who operated the Chinese railways: the 
engine drivers, firemen, brakemen and conductors on trains; the station masters, 
clerks and hands along the line stations; the marshalling-yard laborers; the permanent 
way maintenance gangs; and the craftsmen and their assistants in the railway 
workshops and locomotive sheds. It asks: What was it like for former peasants and 
artisans, who worked with their hands or simple tools in a work environment where 
relationships were personal and face-to-face, to become railwaymen in a big 
bureaucratic organisation that required and enforced new work practices and 
discipline in a world of mechanised regularity? How did one become an engine 
driver, a workshop craftsman or a station hand? Was the experience of Chinese 
railwaymen different from that of the first two generations of their counterparts in 
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Britain and North America? If so, what were the peculiar aspects of the experience in 
China which made for the difference? What does the experience of railwaymen tell 
us about the making of the early Chinese working class? Were they part of a new 
class, with links forged across industries and across communal divisions? Or did the 
persistence of the past, the ties of village and kin, fragment railway workers, 
blocking industrial and class-based organisation? 
Not all railway workers are dealt with in this study. One group which attracts 
more attention than most are those in the railway workshops and locomotive sheds. 
For workers organised in the locomotive or mechanical department, which included 
the running-plate crew (drivers and firemen), the archival and other evidence is richer 
than for other railwaymen. They were also a repository of skilled engineering 
workers for the rest of the economy when modem heavy industry was in its infancy. 
For these reasons workshop artisans and laborers figure more strongly in this study 
than those employed in the traffic or running department who operated the trains and 
commercial business, or those in the engineering or permanent way department who 
maintained and repaired the l i n e s . T h e s e three departments — the locomotive, 
traffic and engineering departments — accounted for about three-quarters of the 
operational workforce on most Chinese lines. 
Inadequate sources do not allow attention to the railway construction gangs. 
Information is scarce for the construction gangs, or navvies as they were called in 
19th century Britain. Construction gangs in Europe and North America — hired, paid 
and managed by contractors — were transients who often moved on after completion 
of the track and left little mark on the operation of the railways." Their experience 
had little in common with the operational workforce. In China, though, it seems that 
many of those who gained experience building railways may have found employment 
on the railway once operations began, and that they may have numbered more than a 
Kingsford, Victorian Railwaymen, pp xiii, focussed on the traffic and running grades, and excluded 
the men in the railway workshops because their experience was similar to other engineering 
workers. He notes (p. 86) that the railway companies considered the artisans "the most 
dangerous class". Licht, Working for the Railroad, p. xvii, includes the railway "shopmen", 
though they presented "methological and conceptual problems" because their work was different 
to those who ran the trains and they tended to live in exclusive railroad shop communities 
which, though separate, were integrated more closely with other sections of the working class in 
the surrounding urban centres. 
" Railway navvies — the English term was inherited from that given to 18th century canal builders, 
known as navigators — in 19th century England were considered dangerous, violent, drunken 
and law unto themselves. See Terry Coleman, The Railway Navvies: A History of the Men who 
made the Railways, (London, 1965), for an account of a group of workers about whom 
"practically nothing has ever been written" (p. xi). For France, Eugen Weber, Peasants into 
Frenchmen, p. 210, distinguished between the workers who built railways and those who ran 
them as to their impact on rural society. "An army of steady workers, looking forward to steady 
positions, was more effective than construction gangs in converting peasants to the modem 
world, for the road crews and railway builders came and went, a raucous foreign presence whose 
influence, however disruptive of the village youth, was but a passing one, unlikely to leave a 
lasting mark on a solid community. But the railway station offered steady jobs for steady people 
— in the long run an influence more subversive of traditional institutions." 
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handful of locally recruited peasants employed to work around stations or yards. In 
the late 19th and early 20th centuries huge numbers of Chinese laborers and artisans 
were recruited from the villages of north China, from Zhili (Hebei) and Shandong 
provinces, for work on railways, in mines and on other projects. They labored on the 
Ussuri Railway in Siberia and Russian-built Chinese Eastern Railway in 
Manchuria'^, the French-built Yunnan Railway'^, the South African gold mines of 
T r a n s v a a l a n d during the First World War in Russia maintaining the railways and 
in France working for the French and British forces digging trenches, building roads 
and railways, and in munition and tank plants.'^ As the chapter on the social origin 
and recruitment of railwaymen will argue, there is evidence that the Chinese 
recruited for these projects became a pool of skilled and semi-skilled railway labor 
which was mostly drawn from these north China provinces. However, since materials 
about them are sparse — rarely are the numbers of navvies documented: the 
contractors had little need to keep detailed records of the men as long as the job got 
done — and for the most part this study excludes discussion of the navvies, though 
not the track workers who maintained and repaired the lines. 
Another group dealt with only in passing are the porters and loading-yard 
workers. These were casual laborers mostly hired and controlled through contractors 
who paid the railway administration a fee for the right of their men to tout for 
business. This was the practice in Hongkong, for example.'^ Sometimes porters 
might "freelance", known in Shanghai as "wild chicken poles" {yeji kangbang), who 
worked the early morning at the port and later moved on to the station to meet 
incoming trains.'^ Few of these men were directly employed by the railways. The 
Tianjin railway porters (jiaofu) were organised in 'foot trade' guilds (jiaohang) and 
Harmond Tupper, To the Great Ocean: Siberia and the Tram-Siberian Railway (Boston, 1965), pp. 
169-71, 175, 323-24. Chinese also worked in Russia on railways during the first world war. See, 
Chow Tse-tsung, The May Fourth Movement: Intellectual Revolution in Modern China, 
(Stanford, 1967 [I960]), pp. 37; Ma Chaojun et al. Zhongguo laogongyundongshi (A history of 
the Chinese labor movement), (Taibei, 1959), Vol. 1, pp. 117-19. 
' ' Kent, Railway Enterprise in China, pp. 154-68. 
Chen Ta, Chinese Migration, with Special Reference to Labor Conditions (Washington, 1923), pp. 
128-41; 198-206; Peter Richardson, Chinese Mine Labor in the Transvaal (London, 1982). 
' ' The classic account of Chinese laborers in France is Chen, Chinese Migration, pp. 142-58; 207-12. 
Recent studies are Michael Summerskill, China on the Western Front: Britain's Chinese Work 
Force in the First World War (London, 1982) and Paul Bailey, "The Chinese Work-Study 
Movement in France", China Quarterly, (Sep. 1988) No. 155, pp. 441-61. For brief surveys, see 
Jean Chesneaux, The Chinese Labor Movement. 1919-1927 (Stanford, 1968), pp. 138-40, and 
Chow, The May Fourth Movement, pp. 37-40, 256. 
For discussion of the arrangements between chief labor contractors and the railways in Hong Kong 
before the Second World War and immediate post war, see the Hongkong Public Records Office 
(HKPRO), series HKRS 48, f 1/164, "KCR Annual Report" May 1946-March 1947 (draft), item 
11; f 1/67, "KCR Coolie Labour", November 1945-November 1954. Similar arrangements to 
those at Hong Kong operated at most stations throughout China. 
" Shanghai argot for various types of dock workers and porters is complex and colorftil. Detailed 
description of wharf labor is provided in Zhu Bangxing et al., Shanghai chanye yu Shanghai 
zhigong (Shanghai industry and Shanghai labor), (Shanghai, 1984 [1939]), pp. 634-72 passim. 
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fought tenaciously for their p a t c h . R a r e l y did the railways take any interest in these 
men, and then only in exceptional circumstances or instances that might hinder 
normal operations.'^ 
Lastly, this study will exclude all but a brief discussion of railway police and the 
salaried staff, those who were defined in the railway nomenclature as officers {siyuan 
or zhiyuan)^^ The siyuan included the senior managers such as the chief officer of 
the administrations (juzhang) and the heads of departments, various classes of 
engineers, and in the 1930s the train conductors, station masters, and even ticket 
sellers, collectors and inspectors, and at the bottom of the scale the lowly junior 
clerks and trainee draftsmen. They were distinguished markedly from the manual 
grades by their monthly terms of pay rather than day rates, and many also received 
entitlements such as railway housing, rent subsidies and other allowances.^' Among 
the manual grades it was only the senior train drivers, workshop vehicle inspectors, 
foremen and the like who were on monthly terms before the late 1920s or obtained 
housing benefits. 
This dissertation comprises seven main chapters. Following a summary of each 
chapter, the remainder of this introduction will briefly describe the development of 
the railway network and the administrative system of the Chinese National Railways. 
Chapter one discusses the archival sources used for the study and reviews briefly the 
literature on the history of the Chinese labor movement. Chapter two and three 
describes the Chinese railway worker. In Chapter two I assess the reporting on the 
size of the railway workforce, and analyse their distribution among railway 
administration and between departments, and the age and one-sided gender structure 
of the workforce. Chapter three looks at the social origins of railwaymen and the 
recruitment processes, paying particular attention to native-place and family linkages. 
For the situation at the three Tianjin stations in the late 1940s, see "Tianjin shi tielu zhuangxie 
jiaohang diaocha" (Investigation of the guilds of railway loading porters in Tianjin city), Banyun 
gongren gonghui gongzuo cankao ziliao (Reference materials for labor union work among 
transport workers), (Tianjin, 1950), pp. 27-31. Also, Gail Hershatter, The Workers of Tianjin, 
1900-1949, (Stanford, 1986), pp. 115-39 passim, for discussion of transport guilds in Tianjin. 
" For example, an exceptional occasion was the compensation paid by the Beiping-Liaoning Railway 
to the families of three coal-loading porters (meijiaofu), identified as non-railway workers (fei 
lugong), who were killed or injured in a Japanese air raid on the Jinzhou station on 8 October 
1931, on par with other railway employees who were killed or injured in the incident. See SHA 
215/1966-1967, "Jinxian bei riji zhashang zhi yuangong fuxu" (Employee compensation for a 
Japanese air raid on Jin county). Disputes between porters and railway employees or passengers 
were events that might disturb normal operations, and reports on such disputes can be found in 
the SHA 215 series as well as an inquiry into the jiaohang at Tianjin station. 
^^  The Nanjing Government's Ministry of Railways excluded siyuan from their two statistical series 
on the labor force of state-owned railways, while the ministry's yearbooks tabulated separately 
siyuan and zhigong. The yearbook figures for zhigong use a broader statistical definition than the 
definition used in the manual grades statistical series. 
For an enumeration of classes of officers and pay scales, see Ministry of Railways, Tiedao nianjian 
(Railway Year Book), Vol 1-3 (1933-36). 
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The organisation of work, the discipHne system, and the career and advancement of 
railway workers is examined in Chapter four. 
Chapter five is focussed on the wages and income of railway workers. It is in 
part a contribution to the debate about the nature of the economic growth in China 
during the interwar years and the standard of living, especially as it pertains to the 
question of the extent to which workers shared in that economic growth. It analyses 
the salary and wage regimes, the character of the labor market in north China, the 
sources of income, and the long-run change in nominal and real wages. 
Consideration of the living standard of railway workers and their families is 
continued in Chapter six which is focussed on the quality of life, in particular, health 
and welfare, education and literacy, and railway family life. Chapter seven looks at 
labor organisation and industrial militancy, the mainstay of most writing in Chinese 
on the labor movement. The focus, though, is on how organisation and militancy 
reflected the sorts of concerns among railwaymen that had been analysed in previous 
chapters rather than simply a narrative of strikes. 
Evolution of the Chinese railway system 
China's first-built locomotive was a junk yard steam engine, cobbled together from a 
disused mine boiler, piston chambers and connecting rods, and mounted on a flat-tray 
truck. Along each side of the boiler was a guard plate etched with an imperial dragon. 
To the Chinese mechanics the locomotive was "The Dragon" {long hao)-, for Claude 
W. Kinder, the British mining engineer who designed it, the engine was the "Rocket 
of China".^^ At least that is the story Jin Shixuan tells of the locomotive that replaced 
the mules which had pulled the coal wagons from the Kaiping mine at Tangshan 
along a rail line built to standard gauge.^^ The year was 1881 — the railway age had 
^^  Jin Shixuan and Wu Xiyong, Tielu shihua (The story of the railways), (Beijing, 1963), pp. 6-7; Jin 
Shixuan and Xu Wenshu, Zhongguo tielu fazhan shi, 1876-1949 (History of the development of 
Chinese railways, 1876-1949), (Beijing, 1986), pp. 14. At Shanghai locomotives were known as 
"dragon heads" (longtou), spent their down-time in "dragon head sheds" (longtoufang) — 
locomotive sheds — and were repaired at the "dragon head factory" {longtou gongchang) as the 
Wusong Works was known. Baofengyuzhong de huochetou: Qinshuyan jiche c he Hang 
gongchang gongren douzhengshi, 1898-1949 (Locomotives in tempest: the history of the 
workers' struggles at the Qinshuyan locomotive and rolling stock plant, 1898-1949), (Nanjing, 
1962), pp. 1,25. 
^^  Jin Shixuan was a railway administrator and a lecturer at the Communications University before 
1949. The Dragon, once displayed in Beijing, disappeared during the Sino-Japanese War, says 
Jin Shixuan and Xu Wenshu, Zhongguo tielu fazhan shi, pp. 14; 20, n. 4. Kent, Railway 
Enterprise in China, p. 24, attributes considerable foresight to Kinder's decision to build the 
track to standard gauge specifications. "He realised that the tramway would be extended; that it 
was destined to form a section of what would some day be a considerable system." 
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finally begun in China.^^ The Tangshan-Xugezhuang line was extended over the 
years to form the Beijing-Shenyang Railway of the present-day system. But the 
process of expansion and development of the Chinese railway system during those 
next 60 years was tortuous: politics punctuated every phase of its slow growth 
through to 1937, the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War, the year in which this study 
comes to a close. 
The building of the network. A survey of the period to 1938 reveals certain patterns 
in the tempo of construction of the railway network, the nature of financial contracts 
and ownership, and the administrative structure. Common to most analyses is a 
division that reflects the importance of politics in shaping Chinese railway 
development. From the start of the railway era in earnest at Tangshan, four periods of 
development can be identified: 1880-1894, 1895-1911, 1912-27, and 1928-37.^^ 
Each phase was marked by network expansion or stagnation, development 
punctuated by twists in the international and domestic politics of the time. The 
economic and political geography of China stamped the network. A primary division 
was that between China Proper (south of Shanhaiguan where the Great Wall meets 
the sea on the Bohai Gulf) and that beyond the Shanhaiguan pass (guanwai), the 
region of Manchuria (the Three Eastern Provinces [Dongsansheng]). Railway 
development in China Proper was centred north of the Yangzi River. In the 1930s, 10 
provinces did not have a single kilometre of track; only 23% of the total route-
kilometres operating in 1935 was south of the Yangzi River.^^ 
The start of railway era in is commonly dated to 1876 when the short-lived British merchant-owned 
Wusong-Shanghai Railway was built. For details on the line, see Kent, Railway Enterprise in 
China, pp. 9-15; Cheng Lin, The Chinese Railways Past and Present (Shanghai, 1937), pp. 1-8. 
Huenemann, The Dragon and the Iron Horse, pp. 2-3, says that the demonstration of the 
technology is the criteria for considering the line as the start of the railway era in China. Jin 
Shixuan and Xu Wenshu, Zhongguo tielu fazhan shi, pp. 12, adopt a similar reasoning, writing 
that the line left an impression of the new transport technology which, after a period of gestation, 
could be realised in China. The completion of the Tangshan Railway is preferred start of the 
railway era by some writers, such as Ma Liqian et al., Zhongguo tielu jianshe biannian jianshi, 
1881-1981 (Concise History and Chronicle of Chinese Railroad Construction, 1881-1981), 
(Beijing, 1985). 
^^  For an overview of development, 1876-1937, Huenemann, The Dragon and the Iron Horse, pp. 37-
97 passim-, and H. B. Morse, Trade and the Administration of the Chinese Empire, (1921 
[1907]), 431-49, for railway diplomacy and finance, 1863-1915. Early writers on Chinese 
railway development saw the phases with a shortened range of vision. Percy Kent identifies 
three "stages": 1863-78, period of opposition; 1879-94, progressive indigenous railway building; 
and 1895-1906 (up to the date of his writing), "the era of concessions". Mongton Chih Hsu, 
Railway Problems on China, (New York, 1968 [1915]), put forward three slightly different 
phases: 1863-1894, "a discouraging beginning" of conservative opposition which slowly gave 
way to development; 1895-1905, the "Battle for Concessions"; ft-om the Russo-Japanese War to 
"the present", which "is characterised by the appearance of native private [railway] companies" 
and conflicts over the control of railway lines. 
^^  Cheng Lin, The Chinese Railways Past and Present, pp. 136-37. The calculation is derived from the 
route-km for the main lines shown in his table of provincial distribution of railways. 
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The early Chinese railways system is also commonly discussed in terms of the 
form of concessions imperial powers won between 1895 and 1911, and the varying 
structures of ownership and control that governed the operation of the Chinese 
railways. The railway concessions are characterised as "colonial" (direct foreign 
control over the construction and operation of the railway) or "financial" (influence 
exercised through the terms of loan contract, subsidiary management contracts and 
persormel appointed by the finance-issuing authority).^^ In the 1930s, the Chinese 
were inclined to make fine distinctions about the character of ownership and control 
of the railways.^^ Administration had come a long way from the late Qing — fewer 
foreigners held senior positions in the various railway administrations and a modem 
bureaucratic system was formalised in training, laws and regulations. 
The initial phase of railway building took place between 1878 and 1894, 
stimulated by a desire to exploit minerals and, later, to bolster defence. China's 
defeat in the 1884 Sino-French War, and the expansionary actions of Tsarist Russia 
in Manchuria and Japan in Korea, motivated the Qing regime to approve extension of 
the Tangshan line south to Tianjin and north to Shanhaiguan.^^ Among the official 
promoters of railways, Li Hongzhang saw their importance in furthering the defence 
of China, while the Huguang Viceroy, Zhang Zhidong, emphasised the economic 
benefit.^® About 400 kilometres of railway was built before the outbreak of the Sino-
Japanese War of 1894. 
The first Chinese railway boom took place between 1895 and 1911. The Treaty 
of Shimonoseki which concluded the Sino-Japanese War did not provide any specific 
railway concessions. Concessions were not necessary as the treaty had ceded to Japan 
the Liaodong peninsula and Taiwan. Russia, France and Germany forced Japan to 
return the Liaodong and quickly sought their rewards from China, the chief of which 
" The railway concessions obtained by Japan after 1905 distinguished two sets of rights: those which 
allow sole control (a colonial concession) and those which constitute a contract to float a loan (a 
financial concession) to which might be attached strings, such as clauses about mining rights. 
Kent, Railway Enterprise in China, pp. 79, 93; Huenemann, The Dragon and the Iron Horse, p. 
58. 
^^  The Jiaotongshi (History of Communications), chief comp. Guang Genglin [Kuan Keng-lin] and 
Zeng Kunhua [Tseng K'un-hua], 37 volumes (Nanjing, 1930-37), discusses five types of 
administrations: state-owned (guoyou), merchant-owned, popular or people-run (minye), special 
(zhuanyong), Sino-foreign joint-run (Zhong-Wai heban), and foreign-controlled and -operated 
{wairen chengban). The Chinese Year Book, 1935-36 (Shanghai), uses "international" instead of 
"foreign" to refer to foreign-owned and -run railways such as the South Manchurian and Yunnan 
railways. Cheng Lin, The Chinese Railways Past and Present, pp. 98-138, a survey of the 
railways in the mid-1930s used a three-fold classification: national railways, provincial and 
industrial railways, and foreign-owned railways. 
Huenemann, The Dragon and the Iron Horse, pp. 44, 47-48; I-tu Zen Sun, Chinese Railways and 
British Interest. 1898-1911 (New York, 1954), p. 16; Kent, Railway Enterprise in China, pp. 27-
29, on the impact of the French war, and pp. 29-42 on the extensions up to the 1894 war; Robert 
Lee, France and the Exploitation of China 1885-1901: A Study in Economic Imperialism 
(Hongkong, 1989), Chapter two, for details on the 1885 Treaty of Tianjin. 
For brief summary of these views, see Cheng Lin, The Chinese Railways Past and Present, p. 12. 
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was the right to build and operate railways. These demands triggered a five-year 
scramble for railway concessions among the imperialist powers.^' Around 400 
kilometres of railway was built, doubling the total route length, before the Boxer 
Uprising (1899-1901) interrupted construction.^^ Although railway building was not 
the primary cause of the uprising, it was oil to the fire, particularly in Shandong.^^ 
Between 1900 and 1911 about 8,200 kilometres of railway was built. This included 
nearly all the major trunk lines of north and east China. 
Japan's defeat of Tsarist Russia in 1904-05 allowed Japan the control of railways 
in southern Manchuria which had been denied it 10 years earlier, forming the South 
Manchurian Railway Company (SMRC). Its victory also stimulated Chinese interest 
in railways, such as the popular railway rights recovery movement (shouhui luquan 
yundong), moves by the Qing Government to recover control over certain railways 
(the buy-out of Beijing-Hankou Railway and revision of the terms of the Tianjin-
Pukou Railway contract which strengthened Chinese control), and the formation of 
many merchant provincial railway companies. The failure of these merchant 
initiatives prompted the government's proposal to nationalise trunk routes which, 
from May 1911, sparked a "railway protection movement" {baolu yundong) that 
ultimately culminated in the toppling of the Qing Dynasty in October.^ "^ 
Only moderate expansion of the network took place during the early years of the 
Republic of China, 1912-1927. In China Proper, loans contracted with European 
consortiums for railway building were scuttled by the outbreak of the European war 
in 1914. The death of President Yuan Shikai in 1916 plunged China into a period 
of warlordism, and funds which became available for railway building were 
commonly diverted to the maintenance of armies and spent on the increasingly 
sophisticated armaments of the combatants.^^ About 3,800 kilometres of railway was 
Huenemann, The Dragon and the Iron Horse, pp. 48-53. 
^^  Mi Rucheng, Diguozhuyi yu Zhongguo tielu, p. 670. 
" Huenemann, The Dragon and the Iron Horse, pp. 5, 38-39, 42, 60, observes that the rebellion 
confirmed for many of the Qing conservative officials their worst fears about the civil 
disturbances which might stem from railway disruption of traditional transport and any ensuing 
technological unemployment which would swell the ranks of the rebellious lumpenproletariat. 
Lee En-Han, China's Quest for Railway Autonomy, 1904-1911: A Study of the Chinese Railway-
rights Recovery Movement, (Singapore, 1975), pp. 3-4, divided the railway nationalism of the 
recovery movement between 1904 and 1911 into three phases. The initial phase, from 1904 to 
the August 1905 final redemption of the American Canton-Hankou Railway concession; the 
1905-08 second phase of pafriotic popular agitation and controversies over China's assertion of 
authority in the negotiations on the Tianjin-Pukou, Canton-Kowloon and the Suzhou-Hangzhou-
Ningbo railways; and the 1908-11 third phase in which the "nationalistic spirit" of the Qing 
Government weakened while the ardour of provincial gentry, merchant and student groups grew. 
" The militarists or warlords had a big impact on the lives of railwaymen and the political space in 
which railwaymen could manoeuvre to organise unions. For an overview of the Beiyang period, 
see Hsi-sheng Ch'i, Warlord Politics in China. 1916-1928, (Stanford, 1976). Huenemann, The 
Dragon and the Iron Horse, p. 87, notes that there is sfrong circumstantial evidence that the 
Minister of Communications, Liang Shiyi, diverted a significant part of the 1913 Longhai Loan 
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built, of which two-thirds was in the Northeast where the warlord Zhang Zuolin and 
the Japanese authorities ruled. In China Proper the network became more integrated 
with the extension of the east-west trunk Longhai Railway and completion of the 
Hubei-Hunan sector of the Guangzhou-Hankou Railway. With the help of foreign 
advisers, notably Henry C. Adams, a unified system of accounts and management 
was introduced for the state railways in 1915.^^ 
Table 1 Railway construction in China, 1881-1932 (route kilometres) 
(A) new (B) total (C) China 
Proper 
(D) Man-
churia 
(E) new (F) total 
1881-1894 364 364 410 410 410 
1895-1911 9,254 9,618 5,625 3,353 8,978 9,388 
1912-1927 3,422 13,040 2,170 1,768 3,938 12,917 
1928-1931 1,198 14,239 
1932-1937 6,797 21,036 3,595 3,847 8,353 21,270 
Sources: For column A and B, from Yan Zhongpin, Zhongguo jindaijingji tongji ziliao xuanji 
(Selected statistical materials on China's modern economy), (Beijing, 1955), p. 180. Route-km in 
general excludes special lines such as mining and industrial lines. Columns C, D, and F are 
derived from Jin Shixuan and Xu Wenshu, Zhongguo tielu fazhan shi, pp. 596-613 and 
Huenemann, The Dragon and the Iron Horse, pp. 251-57. 
Notes: 1. Columns A and E show the length of new track added during the period. 
2. The discrepancies between the A-B series and C-F series are due to minor differences in 
counting procedures used by the respective authors. 
3. Columns C and D for 1932-37 are for the period 1928-1937. Column E for 1932-37 includes 
the additional route-km in column D for Manchuria in 1928-31. 
The period 1928-1937, the Nanjing Decade, saw the second railway boom. 
About 1,200 kilometres were built between 1928-31 as the GMD Government 
consolidated itself at Nanjing and renewed plaiming of the network. Much of the 
initial building took place beyond the reach of Nanjing — in Manchuria under Zhang 
Xueliang (son of Zhang Zuolin) — while many rail facilities were destroyed in the 
military campaigns of Jiang Jieshi (Chiang Kai-shek) against rivals such as Feng 
Yuxiang in 1928-30. Some 6,800 kilometres were built during 1932-37. Half of the 
new route length was added in the Northeast, over which Nanjing had, and even in 
areas under its claimed authority a considerable proportion of new route-kilometres 
were added by local authorities, such as Shanxi warlord governor Yan Xishan's 967 
to pay for President Yuan Shikai's troops. This set the pattern for future diversions from both 
loan capital and revenue sources of the railways within a militarist's sphere of influence. 
^^  Henry C. Adams, a distinguished US economist and statistician, became an adviser to the Chinese 
government on retiring from the Federal Interstate Commerce Commission in 1911. "Adams, 
Henry Carter." Dictionary of American Biography, (New York, 1928), Vol. 1, pp. 67-69. 
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kilometres.^^ The GMD claimed that the period was a new chapter in the history of 
Chinese railway building.^^ The most notable government achievements were 
completion of the final link in the Guangzhou-Hankou Railway between Shaozhou 
and Zhuzhou, and the building of the Zhejiang-Jiangxi line that joined Shanghai and 
Hangzhou to the Guangzhou-Hankou line via Pingxiang at Zhuzhou. The threat of 
war between China and Japan prompted the building of the short link between the 
Guangzhou-Jiulong (Kowloon) and the Guangzhou-Hankou lines which had been 
plarmed for more than 30 years.^^ 
The route-kilometres added to the Chinese railway system over the period 1880-
1937 are shown in the following table. For the first railway boom between 1895-
1911, 42% of the total route-kilometres was built under the terms of colonial 
concessions — the longest lines were the Chinese Eastern and the South Manchurian 
railways — while financial concessions accounted for 45% of route-kilometres.'^® 
Between 1912 and 1927, half of the route-kilometres built in Manchuria included 
Japanese participation."^' From 1928 to 1937, 45% of total route-kilometres was built 
by the Japanese in Manchuria and, in China Proper, the Nanjing government 
accounted for 30% of the route-kilometres built and Yan Xishan 13%."^ ^ Japan was 
after 1932 to turn Manchuria into the most advanced industrial region of China, 
including an integrated rail network and a capacity for manufacture and maintenance 
of railway locomotives and rolling stock."^ ^ 
Administration of Chinese railways. The role of the railways in the fostering of a 
modem administrative culture is an important subject largely neglected.'^'* The late 
19th century saw a number of attempts by the Qing Government to initiate modem 
industrial and commercial enterprises, under a system known by the term guandu 
" Huenemann, The Dragon and the Iron Horse, pp. 94-95. Also, Lloyd E. Eastman, The Abortive 
Revolution: China Under Nationalist Rule, 1927-1937, (Cambridge, MA, 1974), pp. 209-11, 
who says the highway and railway construction was done by peasants conscripted into forced 
labor gangs, unpaid for their labor and inadequately compensated for their confiscated land. 
Cheng Lin, The Chinese Railways Past and Present, pp. 170-71; Chiang Kai-shek, China's Destiny, 
(London, 1947), p. 128. 
Phillips, Kowloon-Canton Railway, p. 78 
Huenemann, The Dragon and the Iron Horse, p. 78, Table 4. 
" ibid., p. 87, Table 5. 
ibid., p. 95, Table 6. 
^^  For a summary of this capacity after the recovery of Manchuria in 1945, see H. J. von Lochow, 
China's National Railways: Historical Survey and Postwar Planning, (Peiping, 1948), pp. 48-
4 9 , 8 1 - 9 9 . 
''"'Albert Feuerwerker earmarked the subject for investigation in his preface to the History of 
Communications: A Grand Table of Contents, comp. by Ping-kuen Yu, (Washington, 1970). The 
most thorough study with respect to the training and administration of railway employees is 
Chang Jui-te, Zhongguo jindai tielu shiye guanli deyanjiu. 
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shangban (official supervision, merchant management)/^ Model cotton mills and 
silk filatures, similar in intent to those set up in Meiji Japan, were begun along with 
shipping companies, arsenals and mines. Large as some of these enterprises were 
they paled before the scale and the management complexities implicit in operating a 
railway, an enterprise employing a large and highly disciplined workforce with a 
diverse variety of skills over a wide area. 
The necessary managerial skills — specialised and technical expertise combined 
with delegation of defined and regulated authority — required the creation of a new 
class of bureaucrats different in character from the generalist mandarins of the past. 
This new bureaucracy did not arise in isolation, nor was it removed from the other 
modernising impulses acting upon the Chinese state. The monumental Jiaotongshi 
(The history of communications) of the 1930s devoted nearly half of its 37 volumes 
to the early history of the development of railways."^^ It was intended wrote one of the 
chief compilers, Guan Genglin, to serve as "a mirror for future administrations" 
because "the excellence or inadequacy of communications affairs are the origins of 
wealth or poverty, a symbol of strength or weakness".'*^ In every sense it was a 
history after the dynastic model — the language evoked that of the great Song 
historical work, Zizhi tongdian (The mirror for aid in good government). 
The question that arises is to what extent did a "modem" structure for the 
administration of a large enterprise — as exemplified by the North American 
railroads of the late 19th century — evolve for the Chinese railways? Did the growth 
of new transport and communications alter the character of the government 
bureaucracy charged with overseeing it? Or did "traditional" values and practices of 
the old bureaucracy persist in some form? These questions are not those that directly 
confi-ont this study. However, the form of railway management and its character — 
which from the practices on different railways in China from time to time seem to be 
a hybrid of traditional and modem management — are important to understanding 
how particular experiences of railwaymen were shaped during the early 20th century. 
The first railway administration was an extension of the management of the 
Kaiping coal mines."^^ In 1885, as the role of railways in defence was recognised, 
railway projects were brought under the control of the Zongli Yamen. In the 
subsequent years several organisations had a part in railway administration, including 
the Beiyang Official Railway Bureau {Beiyang guan tielu ju) and the General 
Railway Company {Tielu zong gongsi). In 1898 the Zongli Yamen was renamed the 
The standard study is Albert Feuerwerker, China's Early Industrialization: Sheng Hsuan-huai 
(1844-1916) and Mandarin Enterprise, (Harvard, 1958). 
Ministry of Communications, Jiaotongshi. Luzhengbian (History of Communications. Road 
Administration), (Nanjing, 1935), 14 vols. Guan Genglin [Kuan Keng-lin] and Zeng Kunhua 
[Tseng K'un-hua], chief comp. 
''' Cited in the "Introductory Note", Ping-kuen Yu, History of Communications. 
The English name was the Chinese Engineering and Mining Company, though the Chinese Kaiping 
kuangwu Ju is literally the Kaiping Mining Bureau. 
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Ministry of Foreign Affairs {Waiwubu), and the railways were hived off to the newly 
established Administration of Mines and Railways {Kuangwu tielu zongju). Railways 
supervision then fell to the Ministry of Commerce, created in September 1903. When 
this ministry was renamed the Ministry of Agriculture, Industry and Commerce in 
October 1906, responsibility for railways was passed to the new Ministry of Posts 
and Communication (Youchuanbu). After the collapse of the Qing dynasty, the 
Ministry of Communications (Jiaotongbu) founded in 1912 was in charge of 
railways up to 1928, though practical control over railways was often in the hands of 
local militarists during the mid-1920s. In late 1928 the Nanjing Government set up a 
separate Ministry of Railways (Tiedaobu). Responsibility for railways returned to the 
Ministry of Communications after the outbreak of war with Japan.'^^ 
From 1912 the pulse of modernisation quickened. Sun Zhongshan (Sun Yatsen), 
the first minister in charge of railway development, proposed a plan for railway 
building oblivious of the constraints of geography or capital. The Ministry of 
Communications, on a more practical note, appointed foreign advisers to reform the 
accounts and technical operations, adopted new managerial procedures and framed 
regulations to codify the operations of the lines. Laws and regulations were 
promulgated which defined the internal organisation and the relationship between the 
supervising ministry and the numerous state-owned (nominal or otherwise) railways, 
and the provincial, private, and special (industrial) railways.^" Some of the early laws 
or regulations were still in force with little change in the 1930s.^' 
The regulations of the Chinese National Railways were extensive, and ranged 
from the form of oaths and pay scales of salaried officers to such things as uniforms, 
concession tickets for migrant laborers, and the language to be used in official 
documents.^^ Communications between and within the railways used specified types 
of official documents (gongwen) comprising: petitions (cheng), official 
correspondence igonghan), commissions or assignments {weirenling), orders 
(xunling), instructions or directives (zhiling), response to a report or request of a 
Cheng Lin, The Chinese Railways Past and Present, pp. 139-53; Sun, Chinese Railways and British 
Interest, pp. 17-18; The Chinese Yearbook (1935-36), pp. 611-22. 
For example, "The administrative system of the Ministry of Communications" (jiaotongbu 
guanzhi), July 1912; "Organisational charter of the Zhuzhou-Pingxiang Railway 
Administration" (Zhu-Ping tielu guanliju bianzhi zhuanzhang), February 1917; "Regulations of 
the railway technical committee" (tielu jishu weiyuanhui guize), in the Ministry of 
Communications, Jiaotongbu fagui huibian (Compilation of laws and regulations of the Ministry 
of Communications), (Beijing, 1920), pp. 1-3,201-02, 125-27 respectively. 
'' Such as "The civil railway law" (minye tielu fa), originally promulgated in November 1915. See the 
Ministry of Railways, Tiedao fagui huibian (Compilation of railway laws and regulations), 
(Nanjing, 1933), pp. 27-41. 
" The Tiedao fagui huibian (1933) contains 13 classifications for laws and regulations: decrees 
{faling), organisation (zuzhi), personnel (renshi), business iyewu), finance and property {caiwu), 
accounts (kuaiji), statistics (tongji), engineering (gongwu), materials (cailiao), police (lujing), 
education (jiaoyu), permanent way (daolu), and miscellaneous (zalu). 
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subordinate {pi), and notices (bugao).^^ These documents were used throughout 
period of this study, though their use varied between railway administrations and 
some railways made changes to improve efficiency. For example, the Beiping-
Liaoning Railway by 1932 had adopted standardised compensation application forms 
which reduced the frequency of petitions whereas the Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou 
Railway retained old-style petitions. Nevertheless there was a uniformity across lines 
in the character of much of the administration, the documents used, the processes for 
making decisions, and the organisational structures. As such the work culture 
associated with the particular imperial power which funded the construction of a line 
was seemingly not all that significant in shaping the form of railway administration 
on a particular line. 
The foreign power did leave its mark, especially the foreign language 
competency expected for senior staff.^'^ French was used on the Beijing-Hankou, 
Zhengding-Taiyuan, and Longhai railways, but many senior staff had a command of 
both French and English. A Francophone Chinese railway engineer, however, was 
unable to make a transfer to a British-influenced line.^^ English ("railway English") 
was the lingua franca of administration on the Beijing-Fengtian (Liaoning), Tianjin-
Pukou and Nanjing-Shanghai railways. German was used on the Qingdao-Jinan 
Railway until 1914, thereafter supplanted by Japanese. The imperial power also 
influenced the origin of the skilled workforce and in the early period the preference in 
purchasing equipment, which resulted in a confusing and costly mix of equipment 
standards, but not in the design of operations. Part of the explanation is that the 
railways were run on a departmental system as they were in Britain, Western Europe 
and Japan.^^ Only in the 1930s with the push to merge the separate railway 
administrations into regional systems, as proposed by the British railway adviser 
Brig.-Gen. F. D. Hammond^^, was serious consideration given to the American 
divisional system.^^ By the 1920s rail technology was mature and international: the 
" Minguo tieluyinian shi (A history of one year in the railways of the Republic), (np, 1914), pp. 13-
14. 
Extensive details are available on the qualifications of senior staff from the staff directories 
{zhiyuanlu) produced in this period which list staff in order of rank and department the position, 
name, native place, age, education, date of employment, salary scale, foreign language ability, 
and in later years even telephone numbers. I have cited many issue between 1914 and 1938 of 
the Jing-Han tielu zhiyuanlu (Beijing-Hankou railway staff directory). 
For example, Han Suyin's father who had studied in Belgium. See Crippled Tree (London, 1965). 
The departmental system (fenbuzhi) was the system originally devised for short-run lines. The 
railway is organised into department based on their function, such as the business operations of 
transport (traffic department) or the maintenance of locomotives (the works or locomotive 
department). 
" Brig.-Gen. F. D. Hammond, Report on the National Railways of the Republic of China (Nanjing, 
1935). 
The divisional system (fenduanzhi), adapted for long lines and large systems, organised operations 
according to geography. Responsibility for all aspects of the operation of an area was that of one 
officer who oversaw the activity of juniors with departmental responsibilities within his division. 
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basics of how to run a railway were known to all who wanted to run a railway. 
Knowledge about rail operations was conveyed to various levels of the workforce on 
Chinese railways via technical and education committees, manuals and textbooks, 
internal bulletins, foreign experts, and special training schools. All of these factors 
combined to produce a uniformity in the type of administration, or at least in the type 
of administration that was desired and promoted. 
Administrative forms were not transplanted without acquiring characteristics 
peculiar to the age and China. Adaptation was uneven, and sat uneasily with some 
social values and practices. Nepotism and corruption was a problem. Positions were 
created to accommodate investors' sons or favored relatives. Higher railways posts 
were often seen as sinecures. Administrative reform was repeatedly placed on the 
agenda in the 1930s, but politics usually got in the way. Appreciation of technical 
practices and the need for precision was sometimes weak, highlighted by strikes in 
the 1920s over breaches of regulations by senior staff, such as the failure of station 
masters to follow signalling procedures, a failure perhaps not all that surprising 
where the job had gone to the son of an official in favor with the local warlord. The 
railway also became a guardian institution for its employees, a sort of surrogate 
family — one was not dismissed but transferred to a position appropriate to one's 
incompetence. None of these problems are unfamiliar to anyone who has studied the 
early railways of England or America. The history of the early years of the railways 
witnessed many a struggle between managers striving to build a new industry and 
railway workers striving to protect their interests.^' 
How these processes were played out figure in the studies of Kingsford, Victorian Railwaymen, on 
England and Licht, Working for the Railroad, on American railwaymen in the 19th century. 
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Figure 1: Map of China 
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Map of major Chinese coal mines and railways 
From: Tim Wright, Coal Mining in China's Economy and Society 1895-1937 (Cambridge, 1984). 
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Chapter 1: Historians and the Chinese 
working class 
Writing in 1945, Nym Wales observed that the subject of "organized labor [in China] 
is not an easy one on which to secure good information and a connected 
perspective."' She might well have added that even more difficult was the 
uncovering of material on unorganised labor in periods of non-exceptional activity. 
For many years labor historians of China have relied on sources that are at least one 
step removed, and always filtered by the outside observer or an editor. Since the 
early 1980s scholars have been gradually allowed freer access to the major archives 
in China and Taiwan which have opened the possibilities for a different research 
agenda and the application of quantitative methods. 
This chapter will begin by looking at the sources for labor, social and economic 
history now available to the China researcher, and in particular the archival materials 
which I have used. I will discuss how these materials can be used to tell a very 
different story about Chinese working class lives than that which has been told in the 
past, and discuss some of the problems in their use. Next, I will briefly review the 
historiography of the Chinese labor movement. 
Sources and methods 
For many years the study of the Chinese labor movement has been conducted at an 
arm's length. Our sources have comprised four types of materials: journalism, social 
science articles and some monographs written at or about the time of the topic they 
describe^; diplomatic dispatches or foreign government reports^ reminiscences, 
memoirs and documents published in China in serials up to 1960 and again since 
1978'*; and the recently edited volumes of Chinese Communist Party (CCP) 
documents, press and other reporting, and recollections by participants.^ 
' Nym Wales [Helen Foster Snow], The Chinese Labor Movement, (New York, 1945), pp. ix. A 
participant-observer of the communist movement. Snow's volume was the first post-WWlI 
account of the Chinese labor movement by a westerner and can be considered a "classic" study. 
^ For example, the writings in English or Chinese of Chen Da [Chen Ta], Fang Xianting [H. D. Fong], 
Liu Xinquan, Wang Zijian, Tao Menghe, Tang Hai, Fang Fuan, among others. 
' In particular the commercial and diplomatic reports of the British, US and Japanese consular staff 
The most important for labor studies are Zhongguo gonghui lishi wenxian (Documents of the history 
of Chinese labor unions), (Beijing, 1981 [1958]), 5 vols; Zhongguo gongyun shiliao (Historical 
Materials of the Chinese Labor Movement), (1958-60, 1980- ); Dangshi yanjiu ziliao (Party 
history research materials), (Chengdu, 1981); the national, provincial and local level Wenshi 
ziliao (Historical materials). 
' For example, Zhonggong zhongyang guanyu gongren yundong wenjian xuanji (Selected documents 
of the CCP central committee concerning the labor movement), (Beijing, 1985), 3 vols; 
Zhonggong zhongyang wenjian xuanji (Selected documents of the CCP central committee). 
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Useful as many of these materials are for the narration of railway workers' 
organisations and struggles, they are generally inadequate for reconstructing the lives 
of railwaymen before 1937. One reason is that the Chinese-language post-1949 
histories of the labor movement, or collections and research materials, are plagued by 
tendentious editing and selection which serves to build up the role of the CCP in the 
leadership of strikes or the organisation of workers. Activities of the working class 
which are unrelated to the CCP's agenda or its activists, or linked with the 
Guomindang (GMD) or other organisations, were ignored, denigrated or dismissed. 
Materials from Taiwan are simply the opposite side of the same coin: they seek to 
promote the GMD's role and denigrate that of the CCP. Secondly, these documents 
rarely enable us to get close to the daily lives of workers, and not without the 
mediation of editors. Since few of the participants of the 1920-30s are now available 
to interview, the challenge was to find alternative documentary evidence which 
would enable me to reach back in time and "converse" with workers, evidence which 
might allow a reconstruction of how individual workers thought, acted and 
experienced life on the railways. 
In my search for new types of materials which would allow me to "interview the 
dead", ideas were suggested by the work of several historians who have used birth 
registers, coroners' investigations of death, and testimonial records of official 
inquiries through which the unknown and illiterate might be made to speak. For 
railway workers, Kingsford, Licht and Grillo^ had in their studies used railway 
company minute books, reports and investigations, employment and sick leave 
applications, and pension records. Had such records for the Chinese railways 
survived? The Nanjing Government's Tiedao gongbao (Railway gazette) for 1928-
37, and the Jiaotongshi (The history of communications), indicated that there was a 
sophisticated bureaucratic reporting of payroll, hiring, dismissal, punishment, leave, 
death and bereavement for the Chinese National Railways. 
(Beijing, 1989), 12 vols; Wusa yundong ziliao (Materials on the May 30th Movement), 
(Shanghai, 1981), 2 vols; Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo gongren jieji lishi zhuangkuang, 1840-1949 
(The historical condition of the Chinese working class, 1840-1949), (Beijing, 1985), Vol. 1; Bao 
Huiseng, Bao Huiseng huiyi lu (Memoirs of Bao Huiseng), (Beijing, 1983). Erqi da bagong 
ziliao xuanbian (Selected historical materials on the February 7th big strike), (Beijing, 1983). 
The reason for distinguishing between type three and four is that most of the latter (but not all) 
have been published openly whereas in the past nearly all labor movement and party resource 
materials were published in restricted circulation {neibu faxing). 
^ Among these are Carlo Ginzburg, Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, and Barbara Hanawalt; closer to my 
field are James Warren's studies of Southeast Asian pirates, rickshaw pullers and prostitutes. 
^ Peter Kingsford, Victorian Railwaymen: The Emergence and Growth of Railway Labour. 1830-1870 
(London, 1970); Walter Licht, Working for the Railroad: The Organization of Work in the 
Nineteenth Century (Princeton, 1983); R. D. Grillo, African Railwaymen: Solidarity and 
Opposition in an East African Labour Force, (Cambridge, 1973). 
' Ministry of Railways, Tiedao gongbao (Railway gazette), (Nanjing), Dec 1928 (No. 1) — May 1937 
(No. 1785), carried administrative decisions, minutes of meetings, laws and regulations 
pertaining to the railways, and investigation reports. Guan Genglin [Kuan Keng-lin] and Zeng 
Kunhua [Tseng K'un-hua], chief comp.. Ministry of Communications, Jiaotongshi. 
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If any of this documentation had survived the wars and internal strife of the past 
80 years they ought to be found at the China Second Historical Archive in Nanjing, 
the national repository in China for records of the Republican Period, and in the 
Taiwan government and party archives.^ The guide to the Nanjing archive suggested 
that the records of several railway administrations had indeed weathered the years. 
Much had survived. Much too had been lost, was in very poor condition and 
deteriorating. For several lines valuable records had survived, in particular the 
Beijing-Fengtian (Beiping-Liaoning), Tianjin-Pukou, Qingdao-Jinan, and the 
combined administration of the Shanghai-Nanjing and Shanghai-Hangzhou 
(Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou) railways. The types of materials found and the 
information they contained are shown in summary below. Included in the folios were 
the personnel files of individual railway workers, registers of wages and 
disbursements; and reports on accidents, theft and opium addiction; in short, the 
record of the management of labor which allows a glimpse into the everyday life of 
working on the railway. 
Summary of the types of railway records at the Second Historical Archive 
1. Applications for Employment 
i) Lists of applicants, age, native place, job sought 
ii) Oath of Allegiance 
iii) Guarantor certificate (two guarantors) 
iv) Medical report on applicant 
v) Job assignment notice 
2. Personnel files, Wage books and Work place registers 
i) name, age, native place 
ii) occupation & duties, place of work, salary 
iii) date of entry into service; pay rises and promotion & transfers; disciplinary 
actions 
3. Applications for Sick/Compassionate Leave and Travel 
i) personal details 
ii) reasons for leave or travel 
iii) administrative decisions 
Luzhengbian (History of Communications. Road Administration), (Nanjing, 1935), 14 volumes. 
Written in the style of a dynastic history, one aim of the 37 volume project begun in 1925 was to 
serve the ministry as a guide to modem administrative practices. 
' The China Second Historical Archive {Zhongguo di-er lishi dang'an guan) is also often rendered in 
translation as the No. 2 Historical Archive. In Taiwan sources consulted were: the Archives of 
the Ministry of Communications {Jiaotongbu dang'an) at Academia Historic (Guoshiguan), the 
1924-28 Guomindang's labor department files (Laogongbu) known as the "records of the former 
five departments" {Qian wu bu dang'an) at the Historical Commission of the Central Committee 
of the Guomindang {Dangshihui). Time constraints limited consultation to several days for each. 
Shi Xuancen et al., ed, Zhongguo di-er lishi dang'anguan jianming zhinan (Concise guide to the 
Second Historical Archives of China), (Beijing, 1987). 
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4. Investigations by railway administrations 
reports of the railway police, auditing and medical-hygiene sections, and other 
committees into theft, smuggling, opium addiction, education attainment, union 
membership, etc. No standard format. 
5. Accounts of Transport Services for the Military 
i) concession ticket authorisations 
ii) manifests of movements, including soldiers, munitions, etc 
iii) accounts presented 
6. Compensation and Pension Files 
i) Application forms, petitions and testimonials 
ii) Original personnel reports 
iii) Death, injury or accident certificates 
iv) Determination of the railway administration and investigation reports 
As can be seen, they contain a lot of data about not only the working lives of 
railwaymen — wages, occupations, discipline, pensions — but also information 
about their origin (native place), age, education, health and family. I have used these 
data in several ways: for quantitative analysis of social origin, trends in wages, the 
state of health; to compile individual stories of career paths and wage histories; to fill 
in the picture of how, for example, a major strike affected the experiences of an 
individual worker; and to sketch vignettes of individual careers or experiences. The 
materials are useftil for drawing a picture of how an individual worker experienced a 
particular event that we might know about from other sources. The event might have 
been a major strike and in the pay record we discover the exact rise that a particular 
worker received. Or, we might learn how a locomotive engine driver experienced the 
trauma of driving a train during one of the warlord battles fought along the North 
China railway lines or the Japanese bombings during the Manchurian Incident of 
1931. The event might also have been just another day on the job — a description of 
the character of industrial relations during non-conflict and unexceptional periods. 
These are some of the uses to which the material can be put. 
These documents, however, need to be treated with caution. We are trying to 
extract information for a purpose that their authors — managers, engineers, doctors, 
supervisors and clerks — would never have imagined nor intended. Although these 
authors were not intent on persuading future historians of a particular view, we need 
to recognise the type of knowledge they contain and why that knowledge was 
compiled. The personnel dossiers, and other documents of the railway 
administrations, were products of a highly regulated and authoritarian control 
system: a bureaucratic system whose purpose was domination and coercion. They are 
documents of power and subjugation, intended explicitly to exercise authority over 
how railwaymen worked and lived. 
The documents are "texts" which describe and embody the exercise of that 
power and authority, but they cannot be "read" independent of the social practice that 
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produced them. They were produced for the purpose of controlling railwaymen, and 
constitute a specific view of labor which necessarily impinges upon the 
consciousness of the historian. That I use the documents in ways radically different 
from their intended purpose is to heed Walter Benjamin's advice "to brush history 
against the grain", to listen for the voice fragments of workers behind the official 
speech or search the silences for the things unsaid in the texts, and rescue from the 
past lives so often ignored by history." In short, produce knowledge.'^ 
My use of this empirical evidence assumes a theoretical framework that posits 
the existence of class as a real phenomenon in early 20th century China. The working 
class was perceived as a new class by intellectuals, warlords, politicians and by the 
workers themselves.'^ Not all scholars would agree that classes existed in China in 
the early 20th century, or that class is a necessarily useful tool of social analysis.''^ If 
class is used at all in discussion of Chinese society by those who feel it is of minor 
use, it is only used in a descriptive sense. The use of such substitutes as "working 
classe5" and the nebulous "social groups" for class is unsatisfactory. The argument 
that class is irrelevant rests on the belief that the prevalence and strength of kinship 
and native-place vertical bonds among Chinese workers render inapplicable the use 
of the term working class. 
Although Chinese workers have multiple identities (as indeed do we all) 
embodying relationships of kin, clan and native place, recent research indicates that 
these vertical affinities do not render horizontal class divisions irrelevant to the 
analysis of social relations in working class or other communities.'^ Class is not a 
category, but a dynamic historical process with political, economic and cultural 
" "Theses on the Philosophy of History", in Walter Benjamin, Illuminations, ed. by Hannah Arendt 
and trans, by Harry Zohn, (New York, 1969), p. 257. 
"The discipline of history, through its practices, produces (rather than gathers or reflects) 
knowledge about the past ..." Joan W. Scott observes in her path-breaking collection of essays 
on the gendering of history, Gender and the Politics of History, (New York, 1988), p. 9. 
Evidence for the awareness of industrial workers as a new class is numerous: the attention focussed 
on labor issues in journals such as Dongfang zazhi (Eastern Miscellany) from the late 1910s, the 
books and articles on the so-called "labor problem" (laogong wenti), and the interest in potential 
social power of workers shown by political activists, from student militants to warlords. 
The expression working class does not imply that workers were necessarily class conscious, nor 
does the use of class consciousness mean that workers possessed a class-for-itself consciousness 
which in any way predisposed them to be aligned with one party or another, or with workers in 
other industries. See n . l6 below. 
' ' Recent scholarship has qualified the model of Chinese society put forward by Maurice Freedman 
which emphasised patrilineal descent as the principle of social organisation, and which in the 
hands of his followers has resulted in the underplay of the role of class, affinity and ethnicity. 
The approach also gives an undue emphasis on a model derived from the theories of Africanist 
anthropologists and based largely on research of Guangdong and Fujian rural society. Class 
interests were a part of, and not absent from, the kinship structure, in a relationship that Rubie 
Watson argues was complex, dynamic and intertwined. See Pafricia Ebrey and James Watson, 
eds, Kinship Organization in Late Imperial China, 1000-1940 (Berkeley, 1986), and Rubie S. 
Watson, Inequality Among Brothers: Class and Kinship in South China (Cambridge, 1985). 
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dimensions.'^ The labor historian's task is to elucidate the contours of working class 
experience and tell their story — not to label and categorise — free "from the 
enormous condescension of posterity."'^ 
Understanding class as a dynamic historical process has certain ramifications for 
the way I build parts of the dissertation. Firstly, the formation of the working class is 
mediated by the economic geography pertaining to the region from which the 
workers came and into which they may have moved. The nature of entry into 
capitalism differs for different regions in China: the experiences of workers in 
Guangzhou (Canton) is different from Shanghai, Shanghai from Wuhan, and the 
previous three from Tianjin. This can be demonstrated clearly by looking at the size 
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of enterprises, the sex and age structures of workers, their native-place origin. So 
too with railway workers we have a set of specific economic geographies — 
determined by the past of each railway and the individual pasts of workers — that are 
important for the character of certain grades of railwaymen. The mechanics in one 
railway workshop might be from Guangzhou, in another from Tianjin or Fuzhou, 
while their assistants and laborers hailed from the villages of Hebei and Shandong.'^ 
Secondly, the corollary of the above argument is that the working class and its 
organisations carmot be taken for granted: it is not a given thing, an abstract and 
lifeless category. In seeing class as a historical process the question becomes one of 
My understanding of class is shaped by years of arguments. In particular, my views are informed by 
the studies and conversations which I have had with Dorothy and Edward Thompson, Arif 
Dirlik, Dipesh Chakrabarty, among others, though they are not responsible for any of my 
misunderstandings. If a brief working defmition of class is needed — something which I think 
can only be done at the risk of creating mechanistic categories — then after Marx, Thompson 
and Chakrabarty, I see class as both a "social-economic" and a "cultural" formation. It arises 
historically out of an "economic" relationship between people. These relationships are entered 
into involuntarily and the class experience is shaped largely by those productive relations, the 
specific "real" context. How that social existence is understood — that is, class consciousness, a 
sense of what it is, for example, to be a "worker" — is not separate from the cultural experience 
of the person, their enmeshment in various identities of language, religion and native place. The 
difficulty of understanding the multiplicities of economic, social and cultural identities which 
constitute the reality of being a member of any class in a given time and given place throws into 
relief the a-historical nonsense of simply sociological definitions of class. 
' ' The classic statement of a humanist Marxist approach to class is E. P. Thompson's work, beginning 
with The Making of the English Working Class, (Harmondsworth, 1968 [1963]), p. 13. 
' ' Deng Zhongxia makes this clear in his 1927 discussion of the differences between the Canton and 
Shanghai labor movements. See Deng Zhongxia wenji (The works of Deng Zhongxia), (Beijing, 
1983), pp. 318-74, "Yijiuerliu nian zhi Guangzhou gongchao" (The Guangzhou strike wave of 
1926). Emily Honig in Sisters and Strangers: Women in the Shanghai Cotton Mills, 1919-1949 
(Stanford, 1986), pp. 57-78 passim, suggests that geography was destiny, that economic 
differences among millhands, and the Shanghai working class in general, reflected native-place 
origins. She has developed this insight in. Creating Chinese Ethnicity (New Haven, 1993). 
In 1934 in China proper, 41% of the state railway manual workforce came from Hebei province and 
another 20% from Shandong. Mechanics at the Tangshan Works were mostly from Guangdong 
but those at the Jiang'an Works were from Fujian. The regional biases among skilled workers 
reflected the initial recruiting practices of the imperial power behind the finance and 
construction of the line. In Chapter 3 this will be discussed in detail. 
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how to define the way in which organisations and social origins mediate class 
relationships. For these reasons I reject the definition of brotherhoods, secret 
societies, native-place associations and other organisations as liumang (hoodlum), 
manifestations of "false consciousness" or in any other sense something less than 
"true" working class. They were after all the product of working-class lives; the 
historian's task is to understand the experiences of workers that gave rise to these 
organisations, and not as the self-appointed bearer of political truth to belittle them.^° 
Thirdly, a dynamic concept of class enables us to look differently at the 
practices, definition and organisation of skill. Certain types of skilled workers came 
from particular regions, but which jobs they filled and whether they were classified 
as skilled might differ from railway to railway. Skill was "genuine", reflecting a 
certain grasp of knowledge and technique, and also "socially constructed", 
determined more by the interests of workers and management than any intrinsic 
characteristic of the task, while the method of acquisition of a knowledge about a job 
also influenced the degree to which workers or management might consider a task 
skilled or not.^' Some rural areas had a tradition of working metal or wood, and 
recruits from the respective areas would fill jobs needing those skills. Whether the 
job was classified as a skilled job and paid at a skilled rate varied from railway to 
railway. The issues that arise are important to our understanding of railway and 
working class life: How was skill differentiation experienced? Did skill differences 
affect class organisation in the work place? Did skill divide workers, between what 
might be called a labor aristocracy — symbolised in the appellation shifu (master) for 
a leading artisan — and the unskilled or semi-skilled railway grades? 
Historiography of the labor movement 
The writing of labor history, and of social history in general, has experienced 
something of a revolution since the publication of E. P. Thompson's The Making of 
the English Working Class in 1963. The methods, styles and issues have changed. 
The political-institutional style of writing which centred on the organisation, 
struggles and leadership of the labor movement, and the relationship of the organised 
labor movement to various political parties and the state, gave way to a new social 
and cultural perspective. Instead of histories of individual unions, narratives of major 
strikes, and biographies of labor leaders, a generation of historians influenced by 
It seems that when CCP, GMD or "Western" historians use categories as a substitute for historical 
relationships, the reasoning quickly becomes elitist and undemocratic: the party, the Marxist or 
liberal intellectual, knows what is or is not class consciousness. This is the root problem with 
most Chinese writing (and some Western) on the labor movement in China in the 20th century. 
See Charles Mart, Skill and the English Working Class. 1870-1914, (London, 1980), pp. 16-17,53-
61; and Harry Braverman, Labor and Monopoly Capital: The Degradation of Work in the 
Twentieth Century, (New York, 1974), pp. 424-49, "A final note on skill". 
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Thompson shifted the gaze of historians from institutions, politics and leaders toward 
the ideas, values and lives of workers as lived on the job and in working class 
communities. Attention turned to the labor process, how a job was done and the 
personal relations of the work place, the persistence of old forms of language and 
organisation, and more recently, the reproduction of labor, the family and the social 
construction of gender. 
Contrary to the spirit and style of Thompson's work, in the hands of some 
historians politics began to disappear from the narrative. The themes of the "new" 
labor history — the structure of work, the labor market, culture and community — 
tended to depoliticise labor history.^^ It was as if a new generation had taken on 
board G. M. Trevelyan's definition that social history was "the history of the people 
with the politics left out" but had abandoned his breadth of imagination which 
encompassed in a whole the economic, social and political life: "Without social 
history, economic history is barren and political history is unintelligible."^'* This 
trend has been countered by a renewed interest in the state and institutions^^ and an 
^^  E. P. Thompson was not alone in a new direction that sought to tell the stories of workers, peasants 
and the dispossessed. Eric Hobsbawm's Primitive Rebels (Manchester, 1959) was a pioneer 
attempt to rescue from the shadow of leaders the illiterate rebels. By the late 1970s historians 
were talking of a nouvelle histoire, a term that embraced a diverse literature that included 
"history from below", "grassroots history", "women's history", "micro-history", "history of the 
body", and more. For a recent review of trends by prominent practitioners, see Peter Burke, ed., 
New Perspectives on Historical Writing, (Cambridge, 1991). Gail Hershatter, The Workers of 
Tianjin, 1900-1949, (Stanford, 1986), pp. 1-4, succinctly reviews Thompson's influence on 
trends in European and North American labor history up to the mid-1980s. 
^^  Concern about the decline of politics in the new social and labor history arose early. See, for 
example, Elizabeth Fox-Genovese and Eugene Genovese, "The Political Crisis of Social 
History: A Marxian Perspective", Journal of Social History, X (Winter 1976), pp. 205-20; Geoff 
Eley and Keith Nield, "Why does Social History Ignore Politics", Social History, Vol. 5, No. 2 
(May 1980), pp. 249-72; Steve Hochstadt, "Social History and Politics: A Materialist View", 
Social History, Vol. 7, No. 1 (Jan. 1982), pp. 75-83; Christopher H. Johnson, "Back to Politics: 
Some Recent Books in North American Labor History. A Review Article", Comparative Study 
of Society and History, (1988) Vol. 30: 804-19. 
^^  G. M. Trevelyan, English Social History, (London, 1944), pp. 1. 
Theda Skocpol, States and Social Revolutions: A Comparative Analysis of France, Russia and 
China (Cambridge, 1979), and "Bringing the state back in: strategies of analysis in current 
research", Peter Evans, Dietrich Rueschemeyer and Theda Skocpol, Bringing the State Back In 
(Cambridge, 1985), pp. 3-43. Among scholars working on China, those who address the 
problems of the modem state include Prasenjit Duara, Elizabeth Perry, among others. The recent 
interest in questions of the state and civil society in China was partly fuelled by the repression of 
the 1989 democracy movement in Beijing, and the belated publications of an English translation 
of JUrgen Habermas' seminal work of 1962. See William T. Rowe, "The Public Sphere in 
Modem China", Modern China, Vol. 16 No. 3 (July 1990), pp. 309-329, and Philip C. Huang, 
"The Paradigmatic Crisis in Chinese Studies: Paradoxes in Social and Economic History", 
Modern China, Vol. 17 No. 3 (July 1990), pp. 299-341. Unconfronted in Huang's article is the 
epistemological divide within the new social history, such as between Foucault's writing and 
Habermas' critique of Foucault in his Postmetaphysical Thinking, trans. William M. 
Hohengarten, (Cambridge, MA, 1988). Jurgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the 
Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society, trans. Thomas Burger, 
(Cambridge, MA, 1989 [original German edition, 1962]). 
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interest in culture as a field of contention between competing social-political forces, 
though historians of China have tended to eschew the cultural twist.^^ 
Culture is not absent from Thompson's work. He defined class as "a social and 
cultural formation" and class consciousness as the way in which experiences of the 
labor process "are handled in cultural terms", mediated and "embodied in traditions, 
value-systems, ideas, and institutional forms."^^ But what has been called the 
"linguistic turn" in North America has seen a reading of culture and consciousness as 
a multiplicity of discourses of social identities and shared visions which do not 
simply emerge from experience. Arguing that experience is constituted by language 
and only intelligible through a system of words and meanings external to experience, 
to me at least, seems to disembody social life, divest it of a material existence. 
Language articulates an understanding of social reality, but language does not exist 
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independent of social life. Influenced by French poststructualism, the linguistic turn 
has been slow to gain practitioners in the field of social and labor history.^^ It has 
also met with hostility.^" 
The social and labor history of 20th century China has been largely neglected 
until recently.^' Only a handful of monographs in English have appeared on the 
^^  Two essay collections which introduce the diversity of the "cultural twist" or "linguistic turn" in 
history in the 1980s are Lynn Hunt, ed, The New Cultural History (Berkeley, 1989), and H. 
Aram Veeser, ed. The New Historicism (New York, 1989). 
^^  Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, pp. 10-12. 
History even as "socially constituted texts" is not detached from the circumstances and practices of 
history writing connected as text and historian, argues Thomas C. Pattern in "Post-structuralism, 
post-modernism: Implications for historians", in Social History, Vol. 14 No. 1 (Jan. 1989), pp. 
86. Marx stated pointedly in The German Ideology. "Language ... is practical consciousness 
[emphasis in the original] ... [which] only arises from the need and necessity of relationships 
with other men" (421); consciousness thus is "a social product" (422); such that "language is the 
language of reality" and the ideas expressed which exert hegemony "are ideal expression of the 
dominant material relationships grasped as ideas ..." (438). See Writings of the Young Marx on 
Philosophy and Society, Loyd D. Easton and Kurt H. Guddat, ed. and frans., (New York, 1967). 
Significant book-length studies influenced to varying degrees by these concerns are Gareth 
Stedman Jones, Language of Class: Studies in English Working Class History, 1832-1982, 
(Cambridge, 1984); William Sewell, Work and Revolution: The Language of Labor from the Old 
Regime to 1848, (Cambridge, 1980); Joan Scott, Gender and the Politics of History (New York, 
1988); and Patrick Joyce, Visions of the People: Industrial England and the Question of Class, 
1840-1914 (Cambridge, 1991). For a major review of the various "new" revisionism, see David 
Mayfield and Susan Thome, "Social history and its discontents: Gareth Stedman Jones and the 
politics of language". Social History, 17, 2 (May 1992), pp. 165-88; and David Mayfield, 
"Language and Social History. Review Article", Social History, 16, 3 (Oct. 1991), pp. 353-58, 
and Jon Lawrence and Miles Taylor, "The poverty of Protest: Gareth Stedman Jones and the 
politics of language — Social History, 18, 1 (Jan. . 1993), pp. 1-15. 
The polemic by Lawrence Stone, "History and Post-Modemism", Past and Present, No. 131 (May 
1991), pp. 217-18. The defence by Pafrick Joyce and Catriona Kelly, in No. 133, pp. 204-13. 
Western and Japanese social history of China written up to the early 1980s is reviewed in William 
T. Rowe, "Approaches to Modem Chinese Social History", in Oliver Zunz, ed.. Reliving the 
Past: The Worlds of Social History, (Chapel Hill, 1985). For a recent discussion, intended 
mainly for non-China specialists and focussed mainly on the 20th century, see Jeffrey N. 
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Chinese labor movement in the past 50 years. The silence is in a sense 
understandable — the focus has been elsewhere.^^ Among the few western historians 
who have written about the Chinese labor movement, we see a similar shift from a 
party-institutional approach to the "new labor history" emphasis on culture and 
everyday life. Although interests might have been focussed elsewhere, western 
historians have been limited by the lack of access to Chinese archives until the 
1980s, in contrast with that which labor and social historians of Russia enjoyed." 
The Japanese historians, though influenced by Thompson, have more in 
common with their Chinese counterparts than with western historians. The emphasis 
is on the questions of political leadership and economic issues.^ "^ Despite the greater 
intellectual freedom in the People's Republic of China since 1978, mainland Chinese 
historians have remained locked into the political-institutional mode of writing labor 
history. In fact, it is hard to speak of labor history as a field separate from party 
history {dangshi). Labor history in China has been none other than party history with 
extra economic background upon which the proletarian troops are steered in heroic 
struggles by their valiant and respective politically correct leaders. The influence on 
mainland Chinese historians of the approach of western social historians is only 
Wasserstrom, "Towards a social history of the Chinese Revolution: A review", Social History, 
17, 1 & 2 (Jan. & May 1992), pp. 1-21, 289-317. 
^^  Hershatter, The Workers of Tianjin, p. 5, notes that "this silence ... is not inexplicable. ... [T]he 
attention of China historians has been focused elsewhere", on the peasantry, student 
revolutionaries and imperialism. This focus "has not generally led them into the factories, much 
less the artisan workshops or the homes of Chinese workers. For understandable reasons, 
workers have gained attention chiefly when they intersected with large national movements of 
anti-imperialist or revolutionary protest, as they did in the mid-1920's and the late 1940's. In 
periods of political quiescence, their activities were less visible, and they have remained 
uninvestigated by China historians, shadowy onlookers at main events." 
" Historians of the Russian labor movement were not so deterred, though they did get wider access 
earlier. Representative studies include Victoria E. Bonnell, Roots of Rebellion: Workers' Politics 
and Organizations in St. Petersburg and Moscow, 1900-1914, (Berkeley, 1983); Victoria E. 
Bonnell, ed.. The Russian Worker: Life and Labor under the Tsarist Regime, (Berkeley, 1983); 
Mary Frances Desjeans, "The Common Experience of the Russian Working Class: The Case of 
St. Petersburg, 1892-1904", unpublished Phd dissertation, Duke University, 1978; Rose L. 
Glickman, Russian Factory Women: Workplace and Society, 1880-1914, (Berkeley, 1984); 
Robert Eugene Johnson, Peasant and Proletarian: The Working Class of Moscow in the Late 
Nineteenth Century, (New Brunswick, 1979); Diane Koenker, Moscow Workers and the 1917 
Revolution, (Princeton, 1981); Diane P. Koenker and William G. Rosenberg, Strikes and 
Revolution in Russia, 1917, (Princeton, 1989); Steve Smith, "Craft Consciousness, class 
consciousness: Petrograd, 1917", History Workshop, (Spring 1981) 11: 33-56; Theodore H. 
Von Laue, "Russian peasants in the factory, 1892-1904", Journal of Economic History (1961) 
21: 61-80; Reginald E. Zelnik, Labor and Society in Tsarist Russia: The Factory Workers of St. 
Petersburg, 1855-1870, (Stanford, 1971); Reginald E. Zelnik, "Russian Workers and the 
Revolutionary Movement", Social History (Winter 1972-72) Vol. 6 No. 2, pp. 214-36. 
^^  My impression is that the older Marxist-influenced historians were trapped in the dangshi (party 
history) model of labor history while the younger historians, though influenced by Marxist 
analysis, are focussed on the socio-economic history of the workers — wages, conditions and 
recruitment — and its reflection in the construction of working class identity. This is a simple 
picture based on limited reading and discussion in September 1992 with four members of the 
Tokyo Chugoku rodo undoshi kenkyukai (China Labor History Research Group). 
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beginning to be felt, though it would seem the emphasis is merchant groups and 
associations rather than workers.^^ 
The Chinese labor movement. In 1962, Jean Chesneaux published his seminal study 
of the Chinese labor movement between 1919 and 1927. An English translation, The 
Chinese Labor Movement, 1919-1927, appeared in 1968.^^ The study has been the 
departure point for later work. Chesneaux's definition of the modem working class 
was narrow: they were those workers employed in modem industry, the site of the 
struggle between labor and capital; excluded were artisans because they looked back 
to the past; but against his definition, he chose to include non-modem workers such 
as miners and rickshaw pullers (although the rickshaw was modem!) because he 
reasoned no history of the Chinese labor movement could leave them out.^^ All forms 
of traditional association among workers — bangs and secret societies — are 
dismissed as irrelevant remnants of the past or seen simply as fetters on the 
realisation of working class organisation and consciousness.^^ Consciousness is 
understood in economic reductionist terms — the most revolutionary workers were 
the wage slaves of the most advanced capitalist enterprises. Chesneaux's study is 
stamped with the imprint of Chinese communist historiography of the 1950s which 
largely defined the questions, the periodisation, and the stmcture of his research.^^ 
Some 20 years later, Lynda Shaffer's Mao and the Workers appeared.'*'^  She did 
not see any usefulness in distinguishing between modem and non-modem sections of 
the working class. Shaffer's aim was to make a critique of Chesneaux's narrow 
definition, demonstrating that in Hunan province, at least, the most militant workers 
were those traditional workers confronted by the transition from pre-capitalist to 
capitalist relations of production; to show that many of these workers were already 
organised in guilds and other traditional associations of labor; and through a study of 
Mao Zedong's involvement in organising the Changsha labor movement, to show 
that the leaders of the Chinese communist revolution had first leamed their politics in 
the urban labor movement. Angus McDonald had also described the urban origins of 
the CCP and the probable importance of secret societies for the success of unionism 
In the late 1980s an association for social history was established in China. The moving force is 
Professor Cai Shaoqing of Nanjing University who has written on the history of secret societies 
in China. He has taken an interested in the "public sphere" or "civic society" debate. 
Chesneaux, The Chinese Labor Movement. 
^^  ibid., pp. 24-47 passim. 
^^  ibid., pp. 18, 54, 118, 226; also, Jean Chesneaux, Secret Societies in China in the Nineteenth and 
Twentieth Centuries, (London, 1971), pp. 11, 33-35, 163-69 
That framework was, and still is, largely fixed by Mao Zedong's essay "The Chinese Revolution 
and the Chinese Communist Party" of 1939. See Mao Zedong xuanji (Selected works of Mao 
Zedong), one vol, (Beijing, 1969), pp. 584-617, especially pp. 607-08 on the Chinese proletariat. 
Lynda Shaffer, Mao and the Workers: The Hunan Labor Movement, 1920-1923, (Armonk, NY, 
1982). Also "The Chinese Working Class: Comments on Two Articles", Modern China (Oct. 
1983) Vol. 9 No. 4, pp. 455-64. 
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at the Anyuan colliery.'*' Shaffer's major contribution was bringing back into the 
picture traditional workers "enmeshed in pre-industrial organization"'*^ who were 
marginalised by Chesneaux, and arguing that the growth of the working class 
movement is best understood in terms of the contradictions between the development 
of capitalism, domestic and international, upon labor and industry that was pre-
capitalist or in a state of transition to capitalism, summed up in the quote below:"*^ 
If one wants to find a material basis for proletarian revolution in China, 
particularly for the pre-1925 labor movement, the answer lies in the economic 
changes wrought by the direct and indirect impact of industrial capitalism and the 
world market on the entire Chinese economy, not just its modem pockets. 
Between the publication of the studies of Chesneaux and Shaffer, Ming K. Chan 
produced "Labor and Empire".'*'* Like Shaffer, Chan did not distinguish between 
modem and non-modem workers. The relative lack of modem factory industry in 
Guangdong compared with Shanghai on which Chesneaux focussed precluded such a 
focus. His study locates the impetus of the South China labor movement in the 
nationalist response of workers to British imperialism, an approach which used an 
impact-response cum political-institutional model of explanation. In 1981, Chan's 
Historiography of the Labor Movement appeared.'* A bibliography based upon the 
collection at the Hoover Institute, it contained the most detailed discussion of 
published Chinese sources then available for the writing of labor history. S. Bemard 
Thomas in 1983 moved beyond the 1928 boundary — labor history had until 
Thomas' study usually come to an abmpt halt with the defeat of the early 
communist-led movement in 1927-28 — though his study is largely one of the party 
strategy towards workers rather than a study of workers themselves.'*^ In summary, 
up to the mid-1980s studies of the Chinese labor movement were mostly political 
institutional style histories, even dangshi in form; foreign scholars largely accepted 
the CCP historiographical agenda, though they might have differed with the CCP 
interpretation of events. 
The publication of Gail Hershatter's The Workers of Tianjin, 1900-1949 and 
Emily Honig's Sister and Strangers study of Shanghai millhands in the cotton 
industry marked the arrival of Thompson's influence on the labor history of China.'*^ 
Angus McDonald, The Urban Origins of Rural Revolution: Elites and the Masses in Hunan, 
(Berkeley, 1978), pp. 166, 194, remarks that the strength of the CCP organisation in the Anyuan 
might be attributed to the pre-existent organisation among workers by secret societies. 
Shaffer, Mao and the Workers, pp. 4-5. 
^^  Shaffer, Mao and the Workers, pp. 206-\2 passim, quote p. 209 
Ming K. Chan, "Labor and Empire: The Chinese Labor Movement in the Canton Delta 1895-1927", 
Unpublished Phd dissertation, Stanford University, 1981. 
Ming K. Chan, Historiography of the Chinese Labor Movement, (Stanford, 1981). 
S. Bemard Thomas, Labor and the Chinese Revolution: Class Strategies of Chinese Communists, 
1928-1949, (Ann Arbor, 1983). 
Gail Hershatter, The Workers of Tianjin-, Emily Honig, Sisters and Strangers. Both had introduced 
their approach in a "Symposium on Chinese Labor History" in Modern China (Oct. 1983) Vol. 9 
No. 4, "Flying Hammers, Walking Chisels: The Workers of Santiaoshi" (pp. 387-419) and "The 
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Their construction of the experiences of Chinese workers lead them to conclude, in 
general, that an identity of class did not exist or was very weak because the workers 
were fragmented by native-place, dialect and traditional forms of associations. These 
were studies grounded firmly in the disappointment of intellectuals with the failure of 
the working class to live up to its mission. In seeking answers, new knowledge was 
produced about the everyday experience and cultures of a working class divided by 
vertical bonds and multiple loyalties. 
Honig undertook her study of Shanghai women millhands to explore the 
applicability of Thompson's observation for 19th century England that industry was 
the agent of both industrial and social revolutions: past social relations were 
dissolved and a new class produced along with the new manufactures. Instead of 
finding a dissolution of the past in the transition from peasant to proletarian, Honig 
found that the millhands maintained ties with the village and that the place of origin 
divided the women and inhibited allegiances based on class.''^ She equivocates, 
though. Perhaps class did gain a place in consciousness of her millhands. The 
"working class consciousness ... must be able to embrace multiple loyalties," she 
says.'*^ This sidesteps the question of how "multiple loyalties" — the ties bound up 
with native place, sisterhoods and secret society labor bosses which she describes — 
were mediated and the way they shaped the character of class identity. 
Hershatter's The Workers of Tianjin is a more nuanced study if only for the 
reason that she had to accommodate a diversity of workers, from lumpenproletariat 
carriers through to proto-capitalist jobbing machine shop owners. Her approach 
benefits from a firmer comparative understanding of working class history, especially 
that derived from studies of pre-revolution Russia which look at the connections with 
the village. The connections between consciousness, organisation and action, she 
says, "in turn leads us backward in time and place, to the villages from which most 
twentieth century Chinese workers came" and prompts the question: "How 
permanent was this working class?" Hershatter points to the circulatory migrations of 
workers between country and city and back again, and the persistence of links with 
the countryside. This "mobility, transience and rural conservatism might have made 
workers less committed to an urban situation and less militant", but it could also have 
increased militancy "if rural networks were brought into the factory and reshaped to 
suit new survival strategies. What is important is the use workers made of their rural 
ties in historically specific times and places."^" From this premise, Hershatter 
develops her themes, showing the intertwining of the past and present in the lives of 
Contract Labor System and Women Workers: Pre-Liberation Cotton Mills of Shanghai" (pp. 
421-454) respectively. Thompson is cited by Yiu-Chung Ko as an influence in his 1981 
dissertation, "The Labor Movement in North China, 1900-1937", University of California, Santa 
Barbara, pp. 6-7, but the structure of the study is largely derivative of the questions which 
inform the political-institutional and dangshi approach. 
Honig, Sisters and Strangers, pp. \-6 passim. 
' ' ibid., pp. 249. 
^^  Hershatter, The Workers of Tianjin, pp. 6. 
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workers, the new organisations formed to meet the new ways of factory life, such as 
those of the millhands in Tianjin. New as many of these types of association might 
be, they were "not discontinuous with the old" — they were "built upon older ties, 
and were both strengthened and limited by them."^' These peasants or former rural 
artisans brought with them an inherited tradition, one which informed their 
associations and struggles in the new urban industrial world. 
Political scientist Elizabeth Perry's Shanghai on Strike has built on these 
previous studies, bringing out the complexities and divisions of intra-class 
relations.^^ Perry moves beyond dwelling on "the centrifugal forces" which divide 
the working class to examine whether fragmentation could be a source for working 
class action and for new types of class solidarities that have their roots in the 
"heritage of protest" brought from the countryside. The traditions of the past persist, 
she suggests, not as archaic remnants but as the "central organising principles" of 
working class life in a milieu in which capitalist transformation sits side-by-side with 
precapitalist practices." 
Perry's study draws on the materials that have become available in the 1980s — 
worker interviews, factory and government archives, police reports and cadre 
memoirs — to write a "new labor history" which joins workers' culture and 
shopfloor conditions with the more conventional focus on strikes and labor 
militancy.^'* Conceived in three parts — "The politics of place", "The politics of 
partisanship" and "The politics of production — it analyses the way popular culture, 
political strategies and the labor process played out in collective action (strikes) 
among different parts of the Shanghai working class. And in so far as "the formation 
of modem states are constructed from the cultural origins and working experiences of 
ordinary citizens", Shanghai on Strike lays the foundation for the study of "the role 
of labor in the formation of the modem Chinese state" to which Perry intends to tum 
in a plarmed volume on the Shanghai working class.^^ 
' ' ibid., pp. 169. 
" Elizabeth J. Perry, Shanghai on Strike: The Politics of Chinese Labor (Stanford, 1993). 
" ibid., p. 11. The formulation is a rejection of Chesneaux's argument that premodem associations 
and practices were irrelevant to the new working class, and at the same embodies Shaffer's 
argument that the wellspring of working class action in early 20th century China is to be found 
in the intersection of precapitalist relations with the new mode of industrial capitalism. 
^^  ibid., pp. vii-ix, 6-9, 239. 
ibid., p. 8. My original dissertation plan, conceived in 1990-91, proposed a chapter titled 'Class and 
its discontents' (apologies to Freud) which would examine the role of labor in formation of the 
state in Republican China. A little is retained, in chapter 4 and 7, where 1 discuss industrial 
legislation and the GMD conception of workers as citizens. Although Perry's focus on strikes 
might go against recent labor history, such exceptional activity enables an insight into the 
mentality of labor, the intersection of culture and politico-economic demands. Strikes are always 
political, firstly, in challenging the authority of management to control the labor process, and 
secondly, as Perry notes, due to "the clear relationship between industry and the modem state ..." 
(P-7). 
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Meanwhile, Alain Roux's Le Shanghai ouvrier des annees trente is a study fixed 
on the centrifugal forces at play which divide the working class or which even deny 
the emergence of a class identity.^^ The first major study of Chinese labor in French 
since Chesneaux's Mouvement ouvrier chinois, 1919-1927 of 1962, the work 
published in 1993 is a huge study of detailed scholarship in battle with the ghost of 
Mouvement ouvrier chinois. The initial question Roux posed is: could class 
relationships emerge from the network of native place, secret society and work place 
relations? Roux concluded in the negative." The Chinese workers of Shanghai were 
not a cohesive class, self conscious and able to articulate its interests, but "an 
inchoate assembly of strata of workers" unable to rise to the historical mission of the 
58 
working class. This argument, in part at least, can be read as an inversion of 
Chesneaux's dismissal of secret societies and traditional forms of popular association 
among as "medieval" survivors "irrelevanf to Chinese society of the 1920s which 59 were doomed to "redundancy" with the emergence of a CCP-led labor movement. 
As with the studies of Honig and Hershatter, Roux has taken us deep into the 
real stuff of working class social and cultural relations. The workers were not simply 
waiting for the student CCP activists to "kindle" the fires of revolution, to use the 
words of Nym Wales.^° They may not have had a tradition of trade unionism, but 
neither were they without organised social structures within the working class 
communities and the workplace. It was from these structures that Perry suggests class 
action might emerge. Roux is seemingly certain that a class identity was missing 
from among the operatives of the tobacco, cotton and silk plants. Not so, though, 
among the "labor aristocracy" who are said to possess a certain degree of social 
reality as a class which was denied others divided by wages, gender, age, native place 
and occupation.^' Yet those "traditional microstructures"^^ which divided the mass of 
Shanghai workers were the same structures which shaped the recruitment process of 
skilled workers and the construction of that skill. This is addressed in part one of 
Perry's study^^, and I examine the same issues in my discussion of recruitment and 
wage differentials for skill. 
My argument with Roux, Honig and Hershatter, is that the stress on how the past 
persists in the material and cultural reality of Chinese workers neglects what was 
very different in their work experience. The workers brought with them an inherited 
Alain Roux, Le Shanghai ouvrier des annees trente (Paris, 1993). I wish to thank fellow student 
Josephine Fox for help reading the French, but hasten to add that the interpretations and errors 
are all of my own doing. The book is based on his dissertation of 1991. 
" ibid., p. 301. 
' ' ibid., p. 305. 
" Chesneaux, The Chinese Labor Movement, p. 18; Chesneaux, Secret Societies in China, p. 163. 
Wales, The Chinese Labor Movement, p. 11. 
Roux, Le Shanghai ouvrier, p. 114 
^^  ibid., p. 310. 
" Perry, Shanghai on Strike, the chapters "South China artisans" and "North China proletarians". 
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tradition of organisation and social relations, but they had entered into a factory 
regime of labor and lived in urban quarters. A class identity emerges not ready 
formed but as part of a dynamic process of the interaction between the remembered 
pasts of village and town, and the real present of the industrial city. Multiple 
identities is part of that present. It might emphasise past — the sisterhood of Subei 
millhands; it might appear modem — a trade union. Both are working class 
responses to the new reality. An historian cannot say that one form of organisation is 
any less working class than another at a particular moment in time, or somehow 
represents a true expression of class self interest, without the historian falling into 
step with the elitism of the party vanguard. 
Chinese writing on the labor movement is far less complex. It is informed 
mostly by the imperialism paradigm and the dangshi model. Industrial workers are 
painted as exploited wage slaves of rapacious foreign factory owners backed up by 
gunboats of the imperialist power. Into the drama steps the courageous party activist. 
The purpose of the dangshi model is to illuminate the correctness of party leadership, 
whether the CCP or the GMD. Although this description might be somewhat of a 
caricature, it highlights the gulf between the scholarship of the 1950s and that which 
has held sway for most of period since, and still does as evidenced in the recent 
publishing of a series on the Shanghai labor movement. In contrast, the early 
studies of Zhao Qin and Liu Mingkui sought to illuminate, analyse and reconstruct 
the experience of the Chinese working class.^^ They had the advantage of being able 
to interview many of the participants. Some interviews were published at the time.^^ 
Many interviews with old workers were collected in the late-1950s and early-1960s 
as part of the factory history movement. The individual or collective interviews 
(zuotanhui) were edited into histories written usually in the style of novels, the 
original transcripts rarely available.^^ Despite the novel-like style and tendentious use 
^ The series, Shanghai gongchang qiye dangshi gongyunshi congshu (Series on the party and labor 
history in Shanghai industrial enterprises), (Beijing, 1991), has 19 volumes including one on the 
railway labor movement in Shanghai. 
Liu Mingkui, "1911-21 nian Zhongguo gongren bagong douzheng he zuzhi qingkuang ziliao 
huibian" (Compilations of materials on the strikes and organisations of Chinese workers, 1911-
21), Zhongguo gongyun shiliao (Historical Materials of the Chinese Labor Movement), No. 2-4 
(1960); Zhao Qin, "Xinhai geming qianhou de Zhongguo gongren yundong" (The Chinese labor 
movement around the time of the 1911 revolution), Lishi yanjiu (Historical research), No. 2 
(1959), reprinted in Zhongguo jindai shilun wenji (Collected essays on Chinese modem history), 
(Beijing, 1979), Vol. 2, pp. 1046-1082. 
^ Some of the interviews were published in Zhongguo gongyun shiliao (Historical Materials of the 
Chinese Labor Movement), many though had to wait until the early 1980s when they finally 
appeared in specially edited volumes of party materials or memoirs. 
Perry obtained access to some of these transcripts held at the Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences 
and 1 was allowed to read some of those held in the archives of the Qinshuyan Locomotive and 
Rolling Stock Plant, the successor to the Wusong Works. However, all transcripts containing 
accounts of the Green Gang bosses at Wusong who controlled early recruiting were, I was told, 
destroyed during the Cultural Revolution (1966-69). Factory histories used in the writing of this 
dissertation include Baofengyuzhong de huochetou: Qinshuyan jiche cheliang gongchang 
gongren douzhengshi, 1898-1949 (Locomotives in tempest: the history of workers struggles at 
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of the materials, these histories are a valuable source for workers' thoughts on their 
lives in the Republican period. 
The 1980s saw a revival in historical scholarship on labor, Chinese industry and 
entrepreneurs, markets and economic growth. A flood of documents, interviews, and 
other resource materials appeared, some of which were referred to earlier in the 
68 
chapter. The archives were opened to western scholars, at least in part. Studies such 
as that on the Jiangnan shipyards followed the de rigeur practice of old with several 
chapters wholly devoted to describing the exploitation of workers and their struggles, 
whereas a late 1980s textbook on modem Chinese industry gave scant attention to 
workers, with only a dozen pages which reiterated data compiled in the 1950s or 
earlier.^^ Few of the publications on labor have pioneered new sources or new 
methods, such as the application of quantitative methods used in the studies of wages 
at the Kailuan coal mine.^° Many young Chinese historians see labor as the preserve 
of old party hacks and its study hardly relevant to understanding the origin of 'market 
socialism' at the end of 20th century. By the later half of the 1980s, the economic 
reforms which had allowed a freer intellectual environment began to affect publishers 
who needed to turn a profit. Publishing historical works or resource materials is not a 
money earner and manuscripts now languish in the drawers of scholars.^' 
Taiwan scholars shared the same historiographical values as their mairJand 
counterparts, despite the formal party political difference. The imperialism paradigm 
and dangshi model prevailed. The main difference between the CCP view and major 
works by Ma Chaojun, Wang Jianmin and others, was the identity of "the bad guy" 
in the narrative.^^ This view of the Republican period scholarship is not alone:^^ 
Scholars in Taiwan ... though they place a different dang (the Nationalist party 
rather than the CCP) at the centre of their shi, have likewise until quite recently 
tended to share many of the same assumptions as their PRC counterparts when it 
68 
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70 
the Qinshuyan locomotive and rolling stock plant, 1898-1949), (Nanjing, 1962); Beifang de 
hongxing — Changxindian jiche cheliang gongchang liushi nian (Red star of the north — 60 
years of the Changxindian locomotive and rolling stock plant), (Beijing, 1960). 
See notes 4 and 5. 
Shanghai shehui kexueyuan jingji yanjiusuo (Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences, Institute of 
Economics), ed., Jiangnan zaochuanchang changshi, 1865-1949 (A history of the Jiangnan 
shipyards), (Nanjing, 1983); Zhu Cishou, ed, Zhongguo jindai gongye shi (A history of modem 
Chinese industry), (Chongxing, 1989). 
Yan Guanghua and Ding Changqing, "Jiu Kailuan meikuang gongren gongzi shuiping poxi" 
(Analysis of workers' wages at Old Kailuan Coal Mine), Nankai jingji yanjiusuo niankan, 1981-
1982 (Tianjin, 1983), pp. 315-34. 
For example, Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo gongren jieji lishi zhuangkuang. The first volume was 
published in 1985, though Liu told me in mid-1992 he hoped that funds would soon be available 
for the publishing of the other volumes. 
Ma Chaojun et al., ed, Zhongguo laogong yundongshi (A history of the Chinese labor movement), 5 
vols, (Taibei, 1959); Wang Jianmin [Wang Chien-min], Zhongguo gongchandang shigao (A 
draft history of the Chinese Communist Party), (Taibei, 1965). 
Jeffrey N. Wasserstrom, "Towards a social history of the Chinese Revolution: a review", Social 
History, Vol 17, No. 1 (Jan. 1992), p. 7. 
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came to the Repubhcan era. For both sets of Chinese scholars, party orthodoxy 
demanded that the story of the Revolution be treated in largely personal and 
ideological terms, as a battle between light and darkness in which heroic soldiers, 
guided by great generals and inspirational theoreticians, saved China from 
imperialists and domestic tyrants. 
Younger scholars in Taiwan, though, are open to new perspectives and largely 
free of the battles of past generations. Although limited access is available to the 
Guomindang archives and more generally to other materials, nevertheless the writing 
on labor is sparse and usually set in the context of a wider issue.^ "^ 
Conclusion 
The study of Chinese labor has not been a fashionable topic for Western scholars, nor 
one on which data were readily available. Access to data has not been the only 
inhibiting factor. Western historians have focussed on other topics which have, in the 
wake of the Chinese Communist Party wresting control from Guomindang in the late 
1940s, seemed more important, such as the role of the peasantry and the question of 
land reform. For Chinese historians the study of labor is politically charged, the 
growth of the Chinese labor movement and the role of the working class intimately 
bound up with the legitimacy of the CCP's revolutionary tradition. Labor history was 
a 'department' of party history. In general, labor history served to demonstrate the 
CCP's leadership of the proletarian masses rather than articulate any understanding 
of the experience of the Chinese working class in its own right. 
The opening up of China since 1978 has transformed the possibilities for the 
study of the development of the Chinese working class and the labor movement. 
Archives formerly closed to Western and most Chinese scholars other than privileged 
party historians were opened. New materials became available: the transcripts of 
interviews with elderly workers conducted in the late 1950s, the managerial and 
personnel records of enterprises, and the records of merchant, business and 
government bodies. This dissertation has made use of these new materials. In 
particular the persormel records of the railways provide a valuable insight into the 
day-to-day management of labor, the everyday working experience of railwaymen 
and the lives of their families, and enable us to measure directly changes in wage 
income for different groups of workers. Upon this type of evidential foundation, this 
dissertation and other recent studies are creating a pictxire of working class life very 
different to the CCP-led proletarian heroes that peopled the former histories of the 
Chinese working class. 
Chang Jui-te [Zhang Ruide], Zhongguo jindai tielu shiye guanli de yanjiu: Zhengzhi cengmian de 
fenxi, 1876-1939 (Railroads in Modem China: Political Aspects of Railroad Administration, 
1876-1937), (Taibei, 1991), pp. 107-212 on personnel administration; Lu Fangshang, Geming 
zhi zai qi: Zhongguo Guomindang gaizu qian dui xin sichao de hui ying (Rekindle the 
Revolution: The Kuomindang's Response to New Thought before the Reorganization, 1914-
1924), (Taibei, 1989), pp. 363-90 on the labor movement. 
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Appendix l .B Medical certificate issued at death 
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Appendix l.C Personnel record (front page) 
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Chapter 2: The railway worker 
Railway workers were an important part of China's tiny industrial workforce in the 
early 20th century. One writer in the 1930s went so far as to suggest that railway 
workers were of such significance to the economic development and well being of 
China that the problems attending their employment and welfare were central to the 
"labor question" (laogong wenti) of the time.' Whatever the merits of that opinion, 
the sentiment reflected the prominence commonly attached to railway development. 
Improved transport was crucial to the growth of new industries, to the efficient 
supply of raw inputs and fuel, and to the distribution of manufactures to distant 
markets. Traditional land transport was expensive. Water transport was a cheap 
alternative, but only between coastal ports or on the inland waterways of east and 
south China where it competed effectively with the railways.^ From the adoption in 
1915 of unified reporting procedures for the state railways, freight and passenger 
statistics are available.^ Similar data for the Japanese-run lines are sometimes 
available too."^  
Figures for the railway workforce, however, are scarcer, incomplete and fraught 
with interpretative problems. Those who loaded the trains, kept them running, and 
managed the movement of people and goods, were not nearly so carefully recorded 
as the freight and passengers they moved. Still, evidence is sufficient to enable a fair 
reconstruction of the size of the railway workforce, the distribution between lines, 
and the native-place origin of the workers. This chapter will address several 
questions: How many railway workers were there? Where did they work? The next 
chapter will ask. From where did they come? Who were they? How were they 
recruited? First, though, we need to look at the problem of the statistics and estimates 
of the size of the Chinese working class before 1937 which are symptomatic of the 
confusion in the reporting of the railway workforce. We need also to look at those 
aspects of the internal structure of the railway administration that are pertinent to the 
' Xu Xiehua, Tielu laogong wenti (The Railway Labor Problem), (Beiping, 1931), preface. His 
argument reasoned that the rail industry was the "mother of all [modem] industry" {shiye zhi 
mu) and railway workers had a corresponding position of importance among industrial workers. 
^ The rate for junks was 2-10 cents a ton-km and 2-15 cents for steamers and launches compared with 
3.2-17 cents for rail. Albert Feuerwerker, "Economic trends, 1912-1949", in The Cambridge 
History of China, Vol 12, (Cambridge, 1983), pp. 91-93. Past modes of land transport such as 
mules, camels, wheelbarrows and carts, and porters, were inadequate to move the low-value per 
volume produce such as cotton, tobacco, grains and coal required by the new urban industries. 
' For the state railways, from 1916 these reports were reproduced in the English-language China Year 
Book, (Tianjin-Shanghai, 1912-40), hereafter CYB. 
* For the railways in Manchuria from 1931-38, see the chapters on the Manchurian railways in the 
Japan-Manchoukuo Year Book (Tokyo, 1936-41). Figures for earlier years with varying degrees 
of completeness were also published in the CYB. 
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processes of statistical collation and the degree of accuracy of the enumeration of 
specific groups of railway workers. 
Nothing can be stated with certainty about the size of the Chinese industrial 
working class in the early 20th centiiry. We can make some reasonable estimates, 
though there are considerable disagreements about how many persons were 
employed in the new industries of the period. The essential problem is the character 
of statistical reporting. The definitions employed were often narrow, frequently 
changed and not comparable between reports. Where the definitions are consistent, 
the accuracy of enumeration was poor at best. As a consequence, the estimates made 
at the time and by later scholars have varied widely.^ 
Jean Chesneaux, who sought the wellspring of proletarian revolution in the new 
industrial working class employed in the advanced capitalist enterprises, estimated 
modem "industrial workers" numbered 1.5 million in 1919.^ Lynda Shaffer 
considered this figure "a gross undercount" of the size of the working class stemming 
from Chesneaux's narrow definition of who was eligible for inclusion — more than 
four million, she says, "is a better estimate". Included in her estimate were workers in 
modem power-driven industries as well as those in the non-modem sectors of 
manufacturing, transport and mining.^ 
Contemporaries also lacked any unanimity. The Ministry of Agriculture and 
Commerce's (Nongshangbu) 1912-20 series for factory workers is almost useless. In 
the mid-1920s, Ma Chaojun estimated the size of the factory workforce at 1.26 
million^ and Nishikawa Kiishi at 1.46 m i l l i o n . D e n g Zhongxia reckoned the 
^ For a summary of the various figures and problems of classification the most convenient source is 
Jean Chesneaux, The Chinese Labor Movement, 1919-1927, (Stanford, 1968), pp. 24-47. Others 
from the period include Fang Fu-an, Chinese Labour, (Shanghai, 1931), pp. 14-32; and R. H. 
Tawney, Land and Labour in China, (London, 1932), pp. 121-27. The early statistical series are 
reprinted in Diyici Zhongguo laodong nianjian (The First Labor Year Book of China), (Beiping, 
1928), Part 1, chapter one (hereafter, the four issues of the Labor Yearbook will be referred to as 
ZLN, plus the year), and more recently in the compilation by Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo gongren 
jieji lishi zhuangkuang, 1840-1949 (The historical condition of the Chinese working class, 1840-
1949), Vol. 1, (Beijing, 1985), which is useful despite the omissions and typographical errors. 
^ Chesneaux, Chinese Labor, pp. 24-25, 41-42. 
^ Lynda Shaffer, "The Chinese Working Class: Comments on Two Articles", Modern China, Vol. 9 
No. 4 (Oct. 1983), pp. 460-61. Her argument is most fully developed in Mao and the Workers: 
The Hunan Labor Movement, 1920-1923, (Armonk, 1982), pp. 1-9, 204-28. 
^ Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce, Nong shang tongji biao huibian, (Beijing, 1914-24). The 
summary tables are reprinted in ZLN (1928), Part 1, pp. 13-14, and Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo 
gongren, p. 124. Chen Da, Zhongguo Laogong wenti (Chinese labor problems), (Shanghai, 1933 
[1929]), also reproduces the figures. The manufacturing workforce was reported to have 
declined between 1912 and 1920 from 661,784 to 412,740 workers during a period of industrial 
boom! The reason is that fewer provinces submitted returns in the late 1910s as the authority of 
Beijing over local government diminished in many areas after the death of Yuan Shikai in 1916. 
Most studies which cite these figures use those for 1915, the year for which the figures are most 
comprehensive and reliable. 
' Ma Chaojun, Zhongguo laogong wenti (Chinese Labor Problems), (Shanghai, 1925), p. 53. Ma was 
an organiser of the mechanics union and a GMD official. Tawney, Land and Labour, p. 126. 
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modem industrial workers {chanye gongren) numbered 1.85 million along with 
another 10 million or more handicraft industry workers {shougongye gongren)}^ The 
Ministry of Industries' (shiyebu) 1929 survey of 29 major cities reported 1.2 million 
employed in factories.'^ In 1927 the communist-controlled National General Union 
{Zhonghua quanguo zonggonghui) claimed an organised working class of 2.9 
million.'^ Li Lisan in 1927 claimed there were 2.75 million industrial workers, 12.16 
million handicraft industry workers in major cities and probably another 50 million 
handicraft artisans {shougongreri) in the towns and villages of the countryside.'"* 
In those figures that disaggregate the railway workforce from the total industrial 
working class or report it separately, employment on the railways in the 1920s is put 
at between 120,000 and 210,000.'^ We shall now examine railway employment in 
more detail. 
The size of the railway workforce 
Railways in China were organised along a departmental structure, as were the 
railways of Britain and most of Europe, in which the administration was based on a 
functional division of work. The organisation of the Chinese state railways {guoyou 
tielu), those which I mainly focus on in this study, was codified in government laws 
Nishikawa's findings reprinted in ZLN (1928), Part 1, p. 15. Two sets of figures are given: 1.46 
million for "mechanised factory workers" (jixie gongchang laodongzhe) employed in modem 
industry and 2.95 million for "ordinary workers" {putong laodongzhe) employed as carriers 
(chefu) and in crafts such as paper-making {zhizhi) and bamboo utensils {zhumuqi). The first 
table is also cited in Tawney, Land and Labour, pi26, and Chesneaux, Chinese Labor, p. 28. 
" Deng Zhongxia, a leading CCP labor organiser of the 1920s, in "Women de liliang" (Our 
[Workers'] strength), Nov. 1924, reprinted in Deng Zhongxia wenji (Writing of Deng Zhongxia), 
(Beijing, 1983), p. 90. Abbreviated DZXWJ. 
Tawney, Land and Labour, p. 126. Tawney was sceptical about any of the employment figures. "It 
is impossible to state the number of workers engaged in factory industry. ... Accuracy is 
impossible, but it is clear that, apart from a few exceptional cities, they [modem factory 
workers] form a small minority of the total industrial population.'" [emphasis added] 
" Fourth National Labor Congress, Hankou, June 1927. Zhongguo gonghui lishi wenxian (Historical 
documents ofChina 's labor unions). Vol. 1 (1921.7-1927.7), (Beijing, 1981), p. 390. 
Li Lisan, a CCP labor organiser, in "Zhongguo zhigong yundong gailun" (An outline of the China 
labor movement), May 1927, in Zhongguo gonghui shiliao (Historical materials of China's labor 
unions), No. 17 (1981), pp. 199-200. Abbreviated ZGGYSL. The second category of handicraft 
workers refers to self-employed artisans while the former were those employed in artisanal 
workshops {zuofang or gongfang) mostly under a master-cum-merchant proprietor. 
For example, 120,000 is the figure cited by Li Lisan in the above 1927 article, though it is unclear 
whether the figure refers to that year or another. The same is cited for 1919 by Chesneaux, 
Chinese Labor, p. 42. The Third Conference of the National General Union of Railwaymen 
claimed to represent 210,000 workers on 18 lines. See "Zhonghua quanguo tielu zonggonghui 
disanci quanguo daibiao dahui zhi Zhonghua quanguo zonggonghui dian" (Telegram of the 
Third Conference of the National General Union of Railwaymen to the National General Union), 
18 February 1926, in Gongren zhi lu. No. 254 (9 Mar. 1926), in ZGGYSL No. 15 (1981), p. 53. 
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and ordinances.'^ The state railways were supervised by the Ministry of 
Communications {Jiaotongbu) between 1912 and 1928 and the Ministry of Railways 
{Tiedaobu) between 1928 and 1937. 
The administrative structures varied slightly between the different state lines, 
reflecting the route length and traffic volume, though all railway lines had five 
primary departments: the general affairs department (zongwuchu); the traffic 
department {chewuchu)\ the locomotive and works, or mechanical department 
(jiwuchu)-, the engineering or maintenance of the permanent way department 
{gongwuchu or yangluchu)-, and the accounts department (kuaijichu). The larger lines 
might also have a separate stores department {cailiaochu) and telegraph department 
(dianbaochu), and various specialist committees for education and technical 
improvement. For ease of reporting, the general affairs, accounts, stores, telegraph 
and the manager's department (guanlichu) are classified as the general 
administration. A common practice for statistical reporting was to classify those who 
staffed the trains — the train crews {Heche yuanyi) from the traffic department and 
the footplate crews {siji sihuo yuanyi) from the locomotive department — into a 
running or operations department (yunchu). Just to add to the complexity, the 
Daokou-Qinghua Railway in May 1934 merged the traffic and locomotive 
departments into a transportation department (shuyunchu), still seemingly continued 
to use the old reporting method.'^ 
Within each department and between each grade there were the sharp 
differentials that marked railway employment the world over, affecting the status, 
18 
income and perquisites of railway employees. The fundamental division was 
between the salaried staff or officers (yuansi or zhiyuan) engaged in managerial, 
supervisory and clerical duties, and the manual grades {gongyi, zhigong or gongren), 
whose members ranged from unskilled track workers to skilled tradesmen and engine 
For the various laws, ordinances and regulations, see the introductory sections of the Ministry of 
Railways, Tiedao nianjian (The Railway Year Book), No. 1-3, (Nanjing, 1933-36). 
Comprehensive compilations of supervisory regulations include the Ministry of 
Communications, Jiaotongbu fagui huibian (Compilation of laws and regulations of the Ministry 
of Communications), (Beijing, 1920), and the Ministry of Railways, Tiedao fagui huibian 
(Compilation of railway laws and regulations), (Nanjing, 1933). A succinct overview of the 
administrative organisation of railways in the 1930s is found in The Chinese Yearbook (1935-
36), 623-26, hereafter TCYB (the China Year Book, CYB, is a different publication). 
Tiedao nianjian, 3, collated the 1935 workforce using a transportation department (the other state 
railways used traffic, running and locomotive departments), while the TCYB (1937-38) for 1936 
used traffic and locomotive departments. The merge is noted in the Ministry of Railways, 
Guoyou tielu laogong tongji, di-er-zhong (State railways labor statistics, second series), 
(Nanjing, 1935), p. 1. This source hereafter cited as Guoyou tielu laogong, 2. 
Peter Kingsford, Victorian Railwaymen: The Emergence and Growth of Railway Labour, 1830-
1870 (London, 1970), p. xii, writes that the British railways' intricate division of labor created a 
complex social system of different grades, "linked in terms of pay and status in an elaborated 
hierarchy" which was "perhaps the most important characteristic" of railway employment. 
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drivers.'^ The salaried staff were paid on monthly rates that were uniform across the 
state railways, set by the ministry. They also received various perquisites, most 
notably housing and special allowances.^® For these reasons the administration more 
closely noted staff numbers. 
The directly employed manual grades were paid wages at rates set by the 
administration of each line, the level reflecting the prevailing rates of the local labor 
market, calculated on a day rate and paid fortnightly or, in the case of casual day 
labor, each day. Records were correspondingly less precise about who and how many 
were employed among the grades, though not about the total wages bill. Another 
reason for the imprecision was that until the 1930s only a part of the workforce was 
hired directly, and known as regular employees {zhengshi gong or changgong). A 
proportion of the workforce was contract labor (baogong) or casual labor (known as 
linshi gong, rigong, duangong or xiaogong), whose numbers varied from line to line 
and between the operational departments. They were hired by the foreman of a track 
gang or the master craftsman in a workshop. A part of this semi-permanent 
workforce that was without regular entitlements were identified as "floating workers" 
{liudong gongren)?^ 
The implication of this administrative structure, and the different attitude toward 
parts of the workforce, for the enumeration of railway employees are illustrated in the 
" The nomenclature is most times only clear in context; the terms used for different classifications 
and occupations varied between lines. During the Republican period the Chinese language was 
in a state of flux and dynamic change, with new terms coined to describe and articulate an 
understanding of the changes wrought by the growth of new industries and the new social 
groups or classes who worked in them. Many of the terms were variations on ancient meanings 
that were appropriated and adapted by the Japanese during the Meiji period and re-introduced to 
China, where their meanings sometimes again changed. In addition, different Chinese terms 
could be invented at different places or by different institutions. 
^^  For example, the engineering department on the Dezhou section of the Tianjin-Pukou line in 
December 1926 paid the assistant engineer {bang gongchengsi) a monthly salary (yuexin) of 
$130 and general allowance (jintie) of $60; a clerk (sishi) was paid a salary of $50, and general 
and rent (fangzu) allowances of $5 each; while a supervisor (jiangong) was paid a salary of S50 
and a general allowance of $5. See SHA 538/2506/070, December 1926, "Xizimachang zhi 
Jinan yuansi xingming xintie ce" (Register of the name, salary and allowance for staff officers of 
the Xizimachang to Jinan [sub-section]). 
Nearly every industry in China had a fundamental distinction between directly hired and permanent 
workers, and others. In coal mining, for example, the internal workers {migong or ligong) were 
the foremen, skilled mechanics and leading hands, while those who hewed and hauled ore from 
the cutting were external workers (waigong) managed by labor contractors {baogongshang or 
baogongtou). Railway construction workers were also managed by contractors. Indirect 
management of labor via intermediaries was a reflection of the imperfections of the labor market 
and the inadequacies of managerial controls. On coal minmg, see Tim Wright, Coal Mining in 
China's Economy and Society. 1895-1937, (Cambridge, 1984), pp. 161-68, for the origin of 
miners and the contract system. On labor contracting as a stage in industrial 'modernisation', see 
Wright's ' "A method of evading management' — Contract labor in Chinese Coal Mines before 
1937", Comparative Studies in Society and History, Vol. 23 (1981), pp. 656-78. 
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following examples.^^ The Russian-built Chinese Eastern Railway in January 1921 
had 23,631 "employees and workers" of whom 13,109 were "regularly listed" and 
10,528 "employed temporarily or by the day". The total of 23,631 employees was 
said to be near the 1914 level, a time though when 10,337 regular employees were 
noted as engaged on the payroll.^^ The official Ministry of Communications figures 
for the CER in 1923 and 1924 (19,000 and 16,817 respectively) seem to point clearly 
to the total workforce, but the figure of 6,000 workers reported for 1925 by the 
Shanghai Shangbao in 1926 we can assume was only a fraction of the regular 
employees and probably only those employed in the central workshops at Harbin.^'* 
Another example of the way labor hiring practices affected the reporting of the 
workforce is the Tianjin-Pukou Railway the engineering department. The 
maintenance crews comprised a basic establishment of regulars and a body of casual 
or contract laborers. The foremen of a work gang would be allocated materials and 
funds for the required number of anonymous workers. For example, in December 
1926 the ganger (baton) Wang Tianyou was issued $8 a day to hire 16 tilers 
(wajiang) at a day rate of 50 cents and another $5 for 20 laborers (xiaogong) at 25 
cents a day to carry out repairs on a station, while the contractor (baogong) Lu 
Tingxin had $6.80 for 17 general carpenters (mujiang) at 40 cents a day.^^ The sums 
spent were carefully recorded but not the names of the hired hands. None of the 
workers were noted individually in the registers conveyed to the personnel and 
accounts departments. We do not know from the records what the men actually 
received. 
Such labor practices were not confined to the unskilled or semi-skilled among 
the track workers. They also occurred in the locomotive departments which ran the 
workshops and engine sheds along the line. The foremen or master craftsmen hired 
their own helpers. They might even subcontract for a job, such as the refitting of 
carriages, in a system similar to the internal contracts that operated in the United 
States and British engineering industry until the early 20th century.^^ In the 1920-
30s, the abuses associated with the internal contract practices were behind several 
strikes at the Wusong Railway Works near Shanghai, but steps were not taken to 
eliminate completely indirect hiring until after the retirement of the British manager 
^^  The problem of enumerating precisely the early Chinese railway workforce is not exceptional. 
There were no reliable figures on the size of the railway workforce in the USA until the 1880 
census. Reporting for the British railways are available from the 1830s. 
^^ CYB, 1923, p. 634. 
Both series of figures reprinted in Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo gongren, pp. 161-63. 
SHA 538/2506/072, December 1926, "Xizimachang zhi Jinan linshi guyong duangong shumuce" 
(Register of casual laborers hired for the Xizimachang to Jinan [sub-section]). The 538/2506 file 
"Jin-Pu lu Dezhou gongwu fenju guanyu yuexin fenji deng" (Tianjin-Pukou line Dezhou section 
concerning salaries, grades, etc) contains examples of indirect hiring on the Dezhou section. 
More will be said about this later. For the operation of internal contracting in British and USA 
engineering shops, see Jeffrey Haydu, Between Craft and Class: Skilled Workers and Factory 
Politics in the United States and Britain, (Berkeley, 1988). 
45 
Chapter 2 
in 1934.^^ This also coincided with growing interest in Taylorist 'scientific 
management' in China at the time and the mihtary interest of the Guomindang in 
tighter control of the workplace. 
As a result of the indirect hiring practices the early figures for the workshops are 
unreliable. The official figure of 10,584 workers for the workshop workforce usually 
cited for 1919 is in fact for 1912.^^ It showed the Beijing-Hankou line's works at 
Changxindian employed only 745 workers and that at Jiang'an 372.^^ Deng Zhongxia 
noted in 1924 that Changxindian employed more than 3,000 workers while the 
Jiang'an workshop had more than 2,000 workers.^® He had earlier observed that 
Changxindian employed 2,500-3,000 workers.^' Another source has put the 
Changxindian workforce at between 4,000 and 5,000 in the early 1920s.^^ 
One can only concur with Deng Zhongxia's assessment that the ministry's figure 
for total employment in 1919 of 73,651 workers was an inadequate guide to the size 
of the railway workforce because, firstly, the figure excluded the workforce for 
provincial, private and foreign-owned lines; secondly, the enumerations were more 
often than not simply erroneous; and thirdly, the use of the contract system in the 
workshops and among track gangs meant that the general administration of any line 
was simply unable to record the exact number of manual grade employees.^^ That 
said, what are the sources? 
Baofengyuzhong de huochetou: Qimhuyan jiche cheliang gongchang gongren douzhengshi, 1898-
1949 (Locomotives in tempest: the history of woricers struggles at the Qinshuyan locomotive 
and rolling stock plant, 1898-1949), (Nanjing, 1962), pp. 35-37. Qinshuyan, near Changzhou, 
was where the Wusong Works was relocated in 1936-37. For a brief account of one such strike 
over the contract system, see Laogong yuekan (Labor monthly), Vol. 2, No. 10 (Oct. 1933), p. 
124. 
^^ Minguo tieluyinian shi (A history of one year in the railways of the Republic), (1914), Jiaotongbu 
zhihai gelu fushe gongchang yilanbiao (Table of attached works of all railway lines under the 
Ministry of Communications). 
^^  One of the reasons for the confusion is that the figure was cited regularly in the 1920s as the most 
up-to-date. A table of the workshop workforce (jiaotongbu zhihai ge tiedao fushe gongchang yi 
Ian biao), but without any year, follows the table for the state railway workforce which is 
labelled 1919 in the ZLN, 1928, pp. 911-12. This mistake is repeated by Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo 
gongren, p. 164, and Deng Zhongxia in "Women de liliang", DZXWJ, pp. 91-92. 
Deng Zhongxia, "Women de liliang", p. 92. About 3,000 workers at Jiang'an in the 1920s is the 
commonly cited figure in the biographical sketches of Wuhan area railway activists in Wuhan 
tielu gongyun renwu (Personalities of the Wuhan railway workers movement), (Wuhan, 1987). 
Deng Zhongxia, "Changxindian luxing yi ri ji" (Notes on a day trip to Changxindian), Dec. 1920, 
reprinted in DZXWJ, p. 4. 
" Ma Chaojun et al., Zhongguo laogong yundong shi (A history of the Chinese labor movement), 
(Taibei, 1959), Vol 1, pp. 120, 209. This Taiwan history of the labor movement states, p. 211, 
that the workers' clubs on the Beijing-Hankou Railway enrolled about 40,000 workers after the 
first strike at Changxindian in 1922, nearly twice the official figure for the total workforce. 
" Deng Zhongxia, "Women de liliang", in DZXWJ, pp. 91-92. 
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Sources for railway workforce statistics. Deng Zhongxia spelled out clearly the 
problems associated with the veracity, the coverage and the assessment of numerical 
sources. Although the railways were perceived as important to economic growth and 
military control, there is not one comprehensive and reliable statistical time series for 
any single railway line, group of lines or administrative region which enumerates the 
railway workforce in Republican China between 1912 and the outbreak of the Sino-
Japanese War in July 1937. Nor have scholars paid much attention to the issue: none 
of those who have written about China's railways, including aspects of the 
workforce, have tried to reconcile the conflicting figures or reconstruct a credible 
estimate based on known reporting. 
The most complete statistics are those for the Chinese state railways. The 
Ministry of Communications published an armual statistical series,^ "^ but workforce 
figures are only available for 1916-24. Not surprisingly reporting of the workforce 
collapsed during the chaotic years between 1924 and 1930 when militarists battled 
for the control of Beijing and the Guomindang sought to banish them. The Ministry 
of Railways in the 1930s resumed publishing workforce statistics collated on the 
same principle as the earlier series, though work had hardly begun before Japan 
occupied Manchuria in late 1931.^^ These figures are best known to scholars from 
their reproduction in the various Chinese-language and English-language year books 
of the period.^^ 
The Ministry of Railways also published a special labor statistical series on the 
railway manual grades based upon returns from the personnel departments of each of 
the railway administrations.^^ For other railways — the foreign-owned or controlled 
lines and the provincial and private lines — workforce information is poor. I have yet 
to find workforce figures for the provincial and private lines. For the foreign-run 
lines there is no time series as such, though data for particular years were published 
Chesneaux, Chinese Labor, p. 544, in his bibliography notes that the Statistics of Government 
Railways was an annual series published in English until 1925 and thereafter in English and 
Chinese. I have only seen summaries of these reports in yearbooks. 
As a result, the ministry lost control of all railways north of Shanhaiguan such as the Jilin[Kirin]-
Changchim, Jilin-Dunhua, Sipingai-Taonan and Taonan-Angangki lines. It also lost the north 
sector of the Beiping-Liaoning line which had about 8,000 employees. 
^^  The Di-yi-hui Zhongguo nianjian (The First China Year Book), CYB, TCYB, ZLN, Tiedao nianjian. 
Some of the figures have been reproduced in the Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo gongren, volume of 
materials on the history of the Chinese working class. 
" Ministry of Railways, Guoyou tielu laogong tongji, di-yi-zhong (State railways labor statistics, first 
series), (Nanjing, 1934), hereafter Guoyou tielu laogong, 1; and, Guoyou tielu laogong, 2. The 
accuracy of statistics in China at this time is often dubious, but the railway labor statistics were 
based on reports fi-om the personnel departments to the ministry on forms that were strictly 
specified by the ministry. We can examine the actual process of this reporting for the Nanjing-
Shanghai-Hangzhou lines — the ministry's instructions, sample reporting forms, and copies of 
the original tabulations have survived along with tabulations for later years which were not 
collated and published. See SHA 457/294, "Ben ju gongren renshu gongzi dengji jiang-cheng ... 
zhuangkuang diaocha biao" (Tables of the inquiry into the condition of the administration's 
workers, their numbers, wages, commendations and punishments ...), 1933-1937. 
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in the year books, but such is the uncertainty about which groups of workers are 
included or excluded that they can only be used with considerable caution. This will 
be elaborated below in the brief discussion of the workers on the Chinese Eastern and 
South Manchurian lines. 
Scholars who have written recently about Chinese railway workers have been 
content to cite a particular figure or series with at times scarce consideration of the 
errors and the incompleteness of the data. In Table 2.1 below I summarise the major 
employment series. It is presented in a format which appears a little unwieldy and 
overly complex at first glance, but the purpose is to show the various series in 
relation to one another for any particular year. Only one series is continuous over the 
period, shown in column A, drawn mostly from the estimates by Mi Rucheng.^^ 
In the absence of reporting on the numbers of workers, one method to estimate 
the size of the workforce is to derive the number of workers from the length of the 
line or volume of traffic. Mi Rucheng presents a plausible reconstruction for the 
period 1900-1949, based in part on this method and the use of previous time series, 
but is shy in disclosing the range of sources consulted. Based on the route-km length 
of track at the turn of the 20th century, he estimates that there were then about 3,000 
railway workers. In 1912, he suggests, there were about 50,000 employed on the state 
railways and 30,000 on other lines. As little building took place during the First 
World War, and the state railway workforce was 74,000 in 1919, he suggests the total 
railway workforce was probably about 84,000 employees.^^ This is undoubtedly on 
the low side. It underestimates the number of railwaymen employed outside the state 
system, and does not take adequate account of the many among the manual grades 
who went unrecorded for systemic reasons, nor the growth in the operational 
workforce which might be expected from the increased freight traffic during the 
domestic boom of the war years. Mi Rucheng estimates the workforce grew from 
115,000 in 1924 to more than 200,000 in 1937, and to 400,000 in 1945. 
The Japanese historian Takatsuna Hirobumi presents two sets of employment 
figures, shown in columns B and C. The first set, for 1913-1919, is based on a private 
survey (which I have been unable to locate), and the other is based on the official 
ministry figures for 1916-1924."^® The official figure he gives for 1919 of 73,615 
railway workers for all of China is a typographical error (it should read 73,651; the 
' ' Mi Rucheng, Diguozhuyi yu Zhongguo tielu, 1847-1949 (Imperialism and Chinese Railways, 1847-
1949), (Beijing, 1980), pp. 543-44. 
' ' There is not any simple linear relationship between route-km and the workforce required to operate 
a railway. The required workforce is a complex interplay between route-km, technology, 
operational environment, and the volume of freight and passenger traffic. 
Takatsuna Hirobumi, "Chugoku tetsudo rodo undo no hatten to sono kozo" (The development and 
structure of the Chinese railway workers' labor movement), Rekishi Hyoron, No. 328, (August 
1977), p. 27. The "B series" is from ZLN {\92%), pp. 27-29, though a different citation is given, 
and the "A series" is cited as taken from ZLN (1928) but there is no such series on the cited 
page. In fact, the "A series" is seemingly derived from Zeng Kunhua, Zhongguo tielu shi (A 
history of Chinese railways), (Taibei, 1972 [1924]), pp. 221-22. 
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figure is also only that of the state-owned railways, and thus a partial figure)."^' Of 
greater concern is that Takatsuna's totals include in the total for state railways some 
39,912 employees for 1923 and 40,257 employees for 1924 who were employed on 
foreign-run lines not subject to Chinese ministerial supervision. This inclusion, 
without any clarifying note, inflates the size of the state-run railway workforce. 
Takatsuna's table in turn was reproduced without comment by Ko Yiu-Chung in his 
dissertation on the North China working class and again by Chang Jui-te in his study 
of railway administration.''^ 
Jin Shixuan and Xu Wenshu do not attempt any serious analysis or 
reconstruction, let alone disclose their sources.'*^ They assert that in 1922 there were 
125,000 working on the railways, of whom 77,000 worked on the state railways (the 
official ministry figures were 91,356). For 1934, Jin and Xu write that the state 
railways employed 85,000, a rounded figure identical to that for the manual grades 
reported in Ministry of Railway labor statistics second series, while other lines 
employed another 69,000, for a total railway employment of 154,000 workers. In 
1936 they say that the state railways employed 129,829 persons, which was the 
official figure from the ministry for the combined manual grades and officer staff 
employees of the state railways. Jin and Xu do not attempt to reconcile or specify 
which groups of workers are being reported in any year. The figure of 154,000 for 
1934 lumps together the manual grades only for the China state railways with a 
conservative estimate for the total railway employment in Manchuria, apparently 
based on a report of the South Manchurian Railway, but completely excludes the tens 
of thousands of staff from clerks and ticket collectors through to station masters, 
engineers and executive officers employed on state railways in China Proper. 
Official figures and some of the estimates are reproduced in Table 2.1. Except 
for the left most column, which mainly notes Mi Rucheng's estimates as a single 
series, the table is divided by a bar which separates the reporting up to the mid-1920s 
from that which occurred during the middle of the Nanjing decade. Three figures in 
this first column which have not been commented upon in the discussion above are 
the 1926 claim of the National Union of Railwaymen to represent 210,000 on 18 
lines, a figure which probably includes workers in associated occupations; R. H. 
Simple typographical errors are common in both the primary and the secondary sources. For 
example, the Tiedao nianjian, 3, p. 1, foldout table, shows the total manual grade establishment 
for the Qingdao-Jinan Railway to be 3,597 employees instead of (the correct) 7,597, as given on 
p. 1300. The English and Chinese versions of the British army railway adviser Brig.-Gen. F. D. 
Hammond's Report on the National Railways of the Republic of China, (Nanjing, 1935), contain 
errors in the various tables which have been reproduced without comment in the studies of 
Cheng Lin and Chang Jui-te, among others. 
Yiu-Chung Ko, "The Labor Movement in North China, 1900-1937", Unpublished Phd dissertation. 
University of California, 1981, p. 140, and Chang Jui-te [Zhang Ruide], Zhongguo jindai tielu 
shiye guanli de yanjiu: Zhengzhi cengmian de fenxi, 1876-1939 (Raikoads in Modem China: 
Political Aspects of Raih-oad Administration, 1876-1937), (Taibei, 1991), p. 182. 
Jin Shixuan and Xu Wenshu, Zhongguo tielu fazhan shi, 1876-1949 (History of the development of 
Chinese railways, 1876-1949), (Beijing, 1986), pp. 376-77. 
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Tawney's 1929 figure of 153,000 which is based on the Ministry of Industries' 
guesses; and the estimate of Zhang Xiuhong that railway employment for all types of 
lines totalled 284,000 in 1933. 
Table 2.1 Statistical reporting and estimates of the railway work force in China, 1912-45. 
Year 
1912 
1913 
1914 
1915 
1916 
1917 
1918 
1919 
1920 
1921 
1922 
1923 
1924 
1925 
1926 
1927 
1928 
1929 
1930 
1931 
1932 
1933 
1934 
1935 
1936 
1937 
1938 
1939 
1940 
1941 
1942 
A. 
80,000 
B. C. D. 
State railways 
E. 
SMR 
F. 
Yunnan 
&KCR 
G. H. I. 
84,000 
125,000 
136,065 
210,000 
57,318 
71,173 
93,466 
91,501 59,857 59,857 
96,130 60,447 60,447 
99,939 63,795 63,795 
105,166 73,615 73,651' 
77,622 77,622 
89,403 89,403 
91,356 91,356 
144,288 107,376 
153,348 113,091 
CER: Chinese Eastern Railways 
total (1) total (2) regular casual 
21,500 10,337 11,000 
The first report for the Guangzhou-Hankou 
/ Railway (N) disclosed a wotWorce of 569. 
The first workforce report of the Longhai 
' Railway notes 2,579 empkiyees. 
The first Qingdao-Jinan Railway report after 
rendition in 1923 lists 8,409 emptoyees. 
17,912 
18,748 4,692 
19,000 
16,817 
23,631 
20,595 
19,401 
13,109 
10,835 
10,528 
9,760 
153,000 
284,000 
154,000 
K. L. M. N. O. 
China proper: China National Railways (various measures) 
P. 
Northeast 
132,273 
125,226 
127,151 
129,869 
99,754 96,705 
113,862 
121,899 
126,093 
81,448 
84,923 
350,000 
114,156 
150,931 
150,797 
165,797 
185,631 
1945 400,000 
Sources and notes: For the columns from A. to P. the sources are identified along with any clarifying notes. 
A: Mi Rucheng, Diguozhuyiyu Zhongguo tielu, pp. 543-45, all years except: 1925, Shangbao (17 Jan. 1926) in Liu 
Mingkui, Zhongguo gongren, pp. 163; 1926, from NGUR 1927 conference cited in ZGGYSL, pp. 15, 53; 1929, from 
Tawney, Land and Labor, p 120; and 1933, from Zhang Zhuhong, "Zhongguo jiuye renshu de guji", p. 74. 
B: Takatsuna Hirobumi, "Chugoku tetsudo redo", p. 27. The original source is attributed to a private survey. 
C: Takatsuna Hirobumi, "Chugoku tetsudo rodo", p. 27, from the Ministry of Communications reprinted in the ZLN 
(1928), pp. 27-28. The figure for 1919 is an error; the correct number is 73,651. 
D-G: Ministry of Communications figures reprinted in the ZLN (1928), Part 1, pp. 27-29. SMR is South Manchurian 
Railways, Yunnan the French-operated line and KCR is the British-run section in Hong Kong. 
H-J: Official figures reproduced in the English-language CYB (1923), p. 634. The 1914 total and casual workforce 
figures are based on extrapolation from the CYB text which only gave an exact figure for the regular workforce. 
K-O: These columns list various types of reporting for the workforce of China National Railways, the state railways. 
K: Official figures reported in TCYB (1935-36), p. 641, TCYB (1936-37), p. 1048-49, TCYB (1937-38), p. 916. The 
figures are presumed to be for the year-end. 
L: Compiled from the disaggregated totals for each line reproduced in Tiedao nianjian, 2, pp. 1257-1554, and Tiedao 
nianjian, 3, pp. 1255-1362, and fold-out table facing p.1. Figures are for the financial year ending June 30. 
M, N: From the ZLN (1934), Pari 1, pp. 284-87. The M. column figure is from a Ministry of Industries Survey and if 
workers in the Northeast are excluded, the total is 75,494. The N. column figure is from the Guomindang's central 
union registry and reputedly includes non-railway workers. 
O: Guoyou tielu laogong tongji, di-yi-zhong, (1934), and Guoyou tielu laogong tongji, di-er-zhong, (1935). The 1934 
series is also reproduced in the Tiedao nianjian, 2, p. 1244. These series reports manual grades only for the China 
National Railways in China Proper. 
P: Manshu kaihatsu yonjunenshi, Vol. 1 (1964), p. 553. SMRC-related workforce in Northeast China. 
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Zhang Xiuhong's estimate is derived arithmetically from the survey of national 
income in 1933.'" The ratio between the known wages bill of the state railways and 
the survey's estimate of national railway transport wages bill is 2.23, which becomes 
his multiplier. Zhang multiplies the known state rail workforce of 127,151 by this 
factor of 2.23 to reach the total of 284,000. Assuming that the ratio of manual to staff 
grades for the state railways is constant across all railways, Zhang thereby concludes 
that total railway employment comprised 230,000 manual grades and 54,000 staff. 
Are the assumptions valid? Technology was more or less uniform, though in 
different states of maintenance. The greatest uncertainty is the accuracy of the 
national income figures from which he makes his calculations, followed by the extent 
to which local factors associated with the environment, traffic load or management 
efficiency that might affect the level of manning between lines cancelled the 
differences between lines. In general, the estimate is close to a figure which I think is 
reasonable given the inadequacies of the data, and concurs with my estimates shown 
in Table 2.2. 
Growth of state railways workforce in official reports is shown in Column D for 
1916-24 and continued in Column K and Column L for 1931-36. Only imofficial 
estimates are available for the period 1925-30. The "bubbles" attached to Column D 
label the first inclusion of numbers for particular lines which result in the apparent 
rapid growth, mostly the effect of improved record keeping. For example, between 
1920 and 1921 the Guangzhou-Hankou (North Section) workforce rose from 1,098 to 
4,012, though the line between Wuchang and Zhuzhou had been fully operational for 
several years and there was little reason to expect a sudden increase in the 
workforce."^^ The recovery from the Japanese of the Qingdao-Jinan Railway in 
January 1923 added more than 8,000 employees to the books of the state railways, 
including many new workers recruited to replace the Japanese staff and skilled 
grades."*^ The difference between columns K and L for 1931-36 reflects, I suspect, the 
period of the reporting year, either the calendar year ending December 31 or the 
railway financial year ending June 30 respectively."^^ Column F shows the combined 
workforce for the French-operated Yunnan Railway (4,136 employees) and the 
Zhang Xiuhong, "Zhongguo jiuye renshu de guji" (An estimate of employment in China), Shehui 
kexue zazhi. Vol. 9 No. 2 (Dec. 1947), p. 74. Based about Zhang's work and P. S. Ou's analysis 
in Zhongguo guomin suode (China's national income), (Shanghai, 1947), 2 vols, pp. 85-87, 90-
91, economists T. C. Liu and K. C. Yeh estimated that modem transport and communications 
employed 440,000 persons in 1933, of whom 370,000 were in the modem transport sector. See 
Ta-chung Liu and Kung-chia Yeh, The Economy of the Chinese Mainland: National Income and 
Economic Development, 1933-1959, (Princeton, 1965), pp. 69, 589-91. 
See Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo gongren, p. 161. The reason for the absence of reporting before 1919 
was probably the so-called North-South wars in the area soon after Yuan Shikai died in 1916. 
More than 10 years later, those recruited in 1923 accounted for 12.4% of all manual workers, the 
largest single age cohort. Guolu tiedao laogong, 2, p. 63. 
" Seasonality affects differently employment levels in different sectors of the economy. Participation 
in non-agricultural employment in China will increase during the winter months, the slack 
agricultural season. While railways need to maintain a base manning level, seasonal fluctuations 
do occur reflecting changes in traffic volume or the impact on permanent way of the weather. 
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British Section of the Guangzhou-Jiulong Railway (556 employees), better known in 
English as the Kowloon-Canton Railway. 
Railways in Manchuria are not a part of this study, but briefly we should note 
the size of the workforce in the northeast and its rapid growth after 1931. Between 
1912 and 1923, only 115 km was added to the Manchurian rail network to reach 
3,488 km. Another 2000 km was added in the next seven years, and from 1931 to 
1937 the Manchurian network almost doubled, from 5,582 km to 9,270 km."*^  The 
earliest workforce figures available, shown in columns E and G-J, indicate the two 
main lines — the South Manchurian and Chinese Eastern (renamed the North 
Manchurian after 1935) — employed about 35-40,000 between them in the period 
1912-24. Reporting for the late 1920s and the 1930s is difficuh to interpret. The 
South Manchurian Railway Company employed 20,014 Japanese staff or personnel 
{shain [sheyuan]) in 1926 and in 1932 employed 22,858 non-Japanese railway 
workers {rodosha [laodongzhe]), of whom 41.8% were from Japanese-occupied 
Manchuria (Manchukuo) and 58.2% from Republican China."^^ Only part of the staff 
employees were directly involved in running the railways, the SMRC being a huge 
state-nm conglomerate which operated mines, ports, research centres and more.^° 
Total SMRC personnel increased from 35,168 in 1926 to 116,307 in 1937, and 
reached 296,213 in 1943.^* Column P shows the total railway employment for 1938-
42, which rose from 114,156 to 185,631 over the period, of whom Japanese 
employees accounted for between a high of 41% in 1939 and a low in 1942 of 36% 
of the workforce.^^ The growth of the railway workforce in the 1930s was the result 
of the expansion of the network as well as the dynamic growth of modem transport 
associated with the rapid economic development of Manchuria after 1932.^^ 
An estimate of the railway workforce. Allowing for the deficiencies of the data. 
Table 2.2 is my estimate of the change in total employment on the Chinese railways 
between 1912 and 1937. The workforce for the Chinese state-nm and other railways, 
and for railways in China Proper and those in Manchuria, are enumerated separately. 
H. J. von Lochow, China's National Railways: Historical Survey and Postwar Planning, (Peiping, 
1948), pp. 90-91. 
^^  SMRC, Manshu rodo jijo shuran (Compendium on the labor force in Manchuria), (Dalian, 1937), 
pp. 6-7, 8-9. Here shain means company employees. It includes staff (shokuin [zhiyuan]) paid on 
monthly rates and workers (yoin [yongyuan]) paid on day rates, both Japanese and Chinese. 
The SMRC is best envisaged as a ministry-like Japanese development agency in Manchuria. After 
1932 it was the equivalent of the Ministry of Railways in China and ran directly the Manchurian 
railways, and from 1938 supervised railways in Japanese-occupied north and central China. 
' ' Manshikai, Manshu kaihatsu yonjunenshi (The history of 40 years of development in Manchuria), 
(Tokyo, 1964), Vol. l , p . 297. 
" For the years 1938-42, Japanese employees numbered 45,158, 61,514, 61,614, 62,586, and 66,810 
respectively. From ibid., p. 553. The 150,931 figure for 1939 is incorrectly cited as being for 
1931 in Kang Chao, The Economic Development of Manchuria, (Ann Arbor, 1983), p. 37. 
" ibid., pp. 12, 15,21. 
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Over the period, total railway employment in China rose from about 110,000 staff 
and manual grades in 1912-14 to 300,000 or more in 1937-38. Clearly evident is that 
the railway workforce grew more quickly in Manchuria, rising 3.5 times between 
1920 and 1937, than it did in China Proper where the workforce grew just 1.5 fold. 
Table 2.2 Approximate size of the railway workforce in China, 1912-1937 
Year Employment State Other China Manchuria 
total rlwys rlwys proper 
1912 110,000 60,000 45,000 >65,000 >40,000 
1920 140,000 90,000 50,000 <100,000 >40,000 
1925 180,000 125,000 55,000 >110,000 >50,000 
1931 210,000 130,000 80,000 >120,000 >70,000 
1937 300,000 150,000 150,000 >150,000 >140,000 
Sources: Based on official and private surveys cited in Table 2.1. 
1. Total workforce includes salaried officers and manual grades, but excludes 
construction workers. I have tried to factor in casual labor to approximate the total 
workforce engaged in full-time railway work. 
2. State railways were those railways under direct supervision of the government. 
3. Others include foreign, provincial and private operated railways. Apart from the 
Chinese Eastern and South Manchurian railways, these were usually small. 
Once again, let us stress that the estimate is rough and that those workers we are 
looking at are the operational workforce. This estimate excludes those involved in 
construction of railways. During the 1930s, a period of considerable railway 
building, construction workers must have numbered in the tens of thousands. The 
estimate also imderstates the numbers involved in the more menial tasks associated 
with railway operations, such as the loading and unloading of freight, the kind of 
work generally done by members of a contractor-controlled transport guild or 
"coolie" gang who were not directly employed by the railway administration. 
The distribution of railway workers 
Growth of the rail network during the 1930s saw a moderate increase in the size of 
the railway workforce in China Proper and a much larger rise in Manchuria. About 
half the workforce was in China Proper on the eve of the Sino-Japanese War in July 
1937, most of whom were employed on the state-owned system. The Manchurian 
railways employed about 47% of the national railway workforce; the share would 
rise rapidly after the outbreak of war. The state-run China National Railways in 1936 
employed 130,000 workers, about 43% of the estimated total railway employment 
for end-1937. 
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Table 2.3 Employees of the Chinese National Railways, 1919-1936 
1919 1924 1932 1936 
Nanjing-Shanghai- 8,208 12% 10,232 10% 13,071 10% 13,115 10% 
Hangzhou Railway 
Tianjin-Pukou 15,750 22% 16,788 16% 21,070 17% 22,037 17% 
Beiping-Hankou 14,687 21% 23,423 22% 23,766 19% 23,290 18% 
Beiping-Liaoning 16,400 23% 19,124 18% 18,164 15% 18,049 14% 
Beiping-Suiyuan 6,748 9% 13,587 13% 12,411 10% 12,454 10% 
Longhai Railway 1,375 2% 4,652 4% 9,082 7% 12,604 10% 
Qingdao-Jinan n.a. 8,683 8% 10,049 8% 10,235 8% 
Zhengding-Taiyuan 2,305 3% 2,748 3% 2,864 2% 3,309 3% 
Daokou-Qinghua 1,258 2% 1,720 2% 2,178 2% 2,052 2% 
Nanchang-Jiujiang n.a. n.a. 1,787 1% 1,429 1% 
Guangzhou-Jiulong 1,540 2% 642 1% 1,553 1% 1,705 1% 
Guangzhou-Hankou (Nth) 2,074 3% 4,316 4% 5,723 5% 9,590 7% 
Guangzhou-Hankou (Sth) 730 1% n.a. 3,508 3% see n.7 
Total workforce 71,075 100% 105,915 100% 125,226 100% 129,869 100% 
Sources: Official ministry figures. For 1919, from Di-yi-hui Zhongguo nianjian (1924): 909-11; 
for 1924, from Di-yi-ci Zhongguo laogong nianjian, 1928, pp. 27-29; for 1932 and 1936, from 
The Chinese Year Book,1936-37, pp. 1048-49; 1937-38, pp. 916. 
Notes: 
1. The name of the capital was changed from Beijing to Beiping in 1928, and the names of the 
lines were similarly altered. Because at the same time Fengtian became Liaoning, and 
Nanjing became the capital, the Beijing-Fengtian Railway was renamed the Beiping-Liaoning 
Railway and the combined Shanghai-Nanjing/Shanghai-Hangzhou line became the Nanjing-
Shanghai-Hangzhou Railway. The Guangdong-Jiulong Railway is better known as the Canton 
Kowloon Railway. 
2. The official total for 1919 was 73,651 employees. However, the sum of entries for individual 
railways totalled 170 fewer. The discrepancy is not explained. In 1924, the total was 113,091 
employees. For this tabulation, and to maintain comparability, three then state railways which 
reported between 1919 and 1924 have been excluded. They are: the Ji-Chang (2,435 and 
2,422 employees respectively) and Si-Tao (732 and 4,754) lines in Manchuria and the Zhang-
Xia line (139; no report in 1924) in Fujian, together totalling 3,136 and 7,176 employees in the 
respective years. 
3. For 1919, the Longhai Railway workforce was in fact that for the Bian-Luo (Kaifeng-
Luoyang) line, the original section of line between Kaifeng and Luoyang. 
4. The Qingdao-Jinan line in 1919 had been Japanese controlled from their takeover of 
Germany's interests in Shandong in 1914. It was returned to China, 1 January 1923. 
5. The Nanchang-Jiujiang Railway, completed in 1915, was a provincial line built with 
Japanese capital and Japanese managed in the 1920s. 
6. In 1919, the Guangzhou-Hankou (Nth) was reported as having 567 employees and the Zhu 
Ping or Anyuan line, later merged with the GHR(N), had 1,507 employees. 
7. The 1919 Guangzhou-Hankou (Sth) figures are from 1916 for the Guangdong-Sanshui line, 
the original section of the GHR(Sth). There were no returns for the GHR(Sth) between 1917-
24. By 1936, the GHR(Sth) had joined up with the GHR(Nth). The now Guangzhou-Hankou 
through line total workforce is shown in the GHR(Nth) columns. 
8. The running department comprised train crews (Heche yuanyi) from the traffic depart-ment 
and footplate crew {siji sihuo yuanyi) from locomotive or mechanical department. 
9. Other includes the telephonists, and miscellaneous. 
The growth in the number of state railway employees in China Proper for 
selected years between 1919 and 1936 is shown in Table 2.3. Over these years the 
workforce nearly doubled. The proportion of the state workforce employed on the 
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four big north China Hnes — the Beijing-Hankou, Beijing-Fengtian, Beijing-Suiyuan 
and Tianjin-Pukou Hnes — dechned from 75% in 1919 to 59% in 1936. Employment 
on most lines as a share of the total railway workforce declined slightly or remained 
static. Only on the Longhai and the Guangzhou-Hankou lines, both of which were 
extended during the 1920-30s, did the workforce rise significantly. 
Table 2.4 Distribution of employment by departments, 1919-1936 
1919 1924 1932 1936 
General Admininistration 4,017 6% 6,279 6% 10,238 8% 11,348 9% 
Traffic Department 12,387 17% 19,257 18% 25,682 21% 30,935 24% 
Running Department 5,841 8% 11,124 11% 11,834 9% n.a. 
Locomotive Department 15,608 22% 23,273 22% 29,625 24% 38,246 29% 
Engineering Department 24,193 34% 28,529 27% 27,190 22% 28,306 22% 
Railway Police 7,312 10% 15,584 15% 17,297 14% 20,423 16% 
Others 987 1% 1,869 2% 3,360 3% 611 0.5% 
Total 71,075 100% 105,915 100% 125,226 100% 129,869 100% 
Source: See Table 2.3. 
Changes in the distribution of state railway employees between operational 
departments for 1919 to 1936 are shown in Table 2.4, though reporting differences 
for 1936 — which eliminated the rurming department — means that the data are not 
strictly comparable. The drivers and firemen from the running department as a result 
appear in the locomotive department for 1936, while other members of the train 
crews went into the traffic department. This accounts for the marked rise in both 
departments in 1936. Only in the engineering department, which maintained the 
permanent way, do we see a sustained decline as a proportion of the workforce, from 
34% in 1919 to 22% in 1936. The reasons are unclear. The British railway expert, 
Brig.-Gen. Hammond, believed that the track gangs were over-manned in 1935.^ "^  
The decline may have reflected a run down in track maintenance, upon which he also 
commented. Workforce growth in the early 1920s was mostly in the running and 
police departments. In the 1930s we see significant growth in the base establishment 
of the general administration, from 6% to 9%, and to a lesser extent, the railway 
police. Reasons for these latter changes become clearer when we look at the change 
in manning levels for different types of occupations in the operational departments. 
''' Hammond in 1935 criticised the poor level of track maintenance which had curtailed locomotive 
speeds and a major program of track refurbishing was begun. For an assessment of the progress 
on implementation of the report, see SHA 20/4689, Zhang Jia'ao [Chang Kia-ngau, then 
Minister of Railways], "Hanmeng jiangjun Zhongguo tielu baogao zhi yanjiu" (Discussion of 
Gen. Hammond's report on Chinese railways), June 1937. 
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The change in occupational distribution and growth within departments is shown 
in Table 2.5 for 1919 to 1933.^^ There was a 73% rise in the total workforce, from 
73,651 employees to 127,151 over the period. This growth was reflected unevenly 
between departments and occupations. The largest rise occurred in the railway police, 
up 147% (by 1936, the size of railway police establishment had nearly tripled 
compared with 1919), followed by the general administration and traffic 
departments. 
The numbers of managers in the general administration more than doubled 
between 1919 and 1933. As a proportion of the workforce managers had declined in 
the early 1920s, only to rise sharply after 1928, a trend which is consistent with 
Hammond's observations about the feather-bedding and nepotism of the Nanjing 
Decade — the railways were a nice sinecure for party-connected functionaries.^^ 
Without more detailed figures we cannot identify where the growth in the accounts 
and stores department took place, whether among privileged clerks and managers or 
confined to general workers, though it might also have reflected the need for more 
staff to handle an increase in traffic. In the traffic department, which experienced a 
rise of 127%, the most significant growth was the huge increase in office servants — 
a 25-fold increase! — which cannot be explained simply by re-classification of other 
jobs or by any increase in business. Many of these office servants were probably 
illiterate or semi-illiterate, and probably engaged as messengers, office orderlies and 
waiting room attendants. Another huge change was the six-fold rise in secretaries and 
clerks; it was this group which was serviced by the huge class of office servants. No 
doubt Hammond's explanation holds true for the increase in both groups of workers. 
Employment in the engineering department, despite a temporary increase in the 
actual establishment the early 1920s, declined as a proportion of the total workforce 
as noted above. There was only 1,303 more jobs in 1933 than in 1919, a growth of 
5% (if 1936 is used, the growth is 10% over 1919-36). This is explained by the small 
increase in the largest class of employees, the maintenance gangs. Their base 
establishment declined from 21.3% of the total railway workforce to 13.3%, along 
with a big contraction among the class of "other labor". Against the trend in other 
departments, office servants actually declined 22%, though the supervisory grades 
had increased 2.5 fold and the clerical grades 3.2 fold. 
The source for 1936 used in Table 2.3 do not allow a breakdown by occupational classification. 
Hammond, Report on the National Railways, pp. 84-85, was scathing about "the gross 
overstaffmg", writing that of all the sections the general administration was "the one in which 
there is least need of expansion to meet increased work. ... This section is worse [for increases in 
staffl ... than any of the others and the reason is not far to seek. It is easier in this section than 
any other to fmd and create jobs for favorites and supporters, particularly those who have no 
technical or other qualifications." 
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Table 2.5 Employment by type on the CNR, 1919,1924 and 1933 
Occupational classification 1919 percent 1924 percent 1933 percent change 
total of total total of total total of total 1919-33 
General Administration 4,260 5.78 6,770 5.99 9,774 7.69 129% 
Accounts Department 940 1.28 1,749 1.55 2,321 1.83 147% 
Stores Department 871 1.18 1,816 1.61 2,151 1.69 147% 
Executives, managers, etc 2,449 3.33 3,205 2.83 5,302 4.17 116% 
Traffic Department 12,957 17.59 20,828 18.42 29,350 23.08 127% 
Staff Officers, Inspectors, etc 160 0.22 719 0.64 351 0.28 119% 
Secretaries, clerks 820 1.11 1,218 1.08 4,913 3.86 499% 
Office Servants 364 0.49 1,185 1.05 9,130 7.18 2408% 
Station Masters 638 0.87 814 0.72 888 0.70 39% 
Assistant station masters. 2,272 3.08 2,996 2.65 4,005 3.15 76% 
telegraphers, clerks, etc 
Other station staff 8,703 11.82 12,896 11.40 10,093 7.94 16% 
Running Branch 6,014 8.17 12,039 10.65 12,066 9.49 101% 
Traffic department train staff 3,039 4.13 4,731 4.18 2,887 2.27 -5% 
Drivers, firemen, train crew 2,975 4.04 7,318 6.47 9,179 7.22 209% 
Locomotive Department 16,217 22.02 23,952 21.18 29,801 23.44 84% 
Superintendents, Inspectors, 397 0.54 729 0.64 1,062 0.84 168% 
Engineers and Foremen, etc 
Secretaries, clerks 667 0.91 1,059 0.94 1,727 1.36 159% 
Office Servants 355 0.48 690 0.61 1,747 1.37 392% 
Skilled Workers 4,677 6.35 7,644 6.76 12,444 9.79 166% 
Other Labor 10,121 13.74 13,830 12.23 12,821 10.08 27% 
Engineering Department 25,535 34.67 31,005 27.42 26,838 21.11 5% 
Engineers, Inspectors, etc 707 0.96 603 0.53 1,777 1.40 151% 
Secretaries, clerks 359 0.49 633 0.56 1,135 0.89 216% 
Office Servants 163 0.22 252 0.22 127 0.10 -22% 
Skilled Workers 2,188 2.97 2,636 2.33 2,405 1.89 10% 
Maintenance gangs 15,705 21.32 19,902 17.60 16,859 13.26 7% 
Other Labor 6,413 8.71 6,979 6.17 4,535 3.57 -29% 
Railway Police 7,648 10.38 16,534 14.62 18,701 14.71 145% 
Other Departments 1,020 1.38 1,963 1.74 621 0.49 -39% 
TOTAL 73,651 100.00 113,091 100.00 127,151 100.00 73% 
Sources: Official figures, for 1919 from the Ministry of Communications, reprinted in Di-yi-hui Zhongguo 
nianjian, (1924), pp. 909-911; for 1924, Di-yi-ci Zhongguo laodong nianjian, (1928), Pt 1, pp. 27-29; for 
1933, The Chinese Year Book (1936-37), pp. 1048-49. 
Notes; 
1. Included in the totals for 1919 and 1924 are employees of several railways which were no longer part 
of the Chinese National Railways system in 1933 (see Table 2.3, note 2). 
2. Other departments include the special telegraph department that existed in 1919 and 1924, but whose 
members in later years had been moved into the general administration or traffic departments. 
The locomotive departments also saw a big rise in supervisory grades (2.7 fold), 
clerical grades (2.6 fold) and office servants (five fold), compared with the change in 
the departmental establishment (up 1.8 fold). The ratio between skilled and unskilled 
grades in the locomotive department changed markedly. There were nearly equal 
numbers of skilled and unskilled artisans in 1933, each accounting for about 10% of 
the total railway workforce, compared with 1919 when the number of skilled workers 
were fewer than half the number of unskilled. Workshop jobs for unskilled workers 
over the period had declined in relative terms, from 13.7% to 10.1% of the total 
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workforce, while those positions classified as skilled had increased 2.7 fold. In actual 
employment, there were 2,700 more jobs for unskilled locomotive workers in 1933 
compared with 1919, a rise of 27%, whereas skilled positions had increased from 
4,677 to 7,767 jobs, up 166% on 1919. This would indicate a reclassification of 
former unskilled positions, rather than an expansion in the need for a greater 
proportion of skilled workers as there were no substantive technological changes 
over the period. The record, though, is silent on this issue. 
Employment in the railway workshops and locomotive sheds is of special 
interest to this study because of the prominence of their workers in the railway labor 
movement. Railway workshops were a substantial undertaking concentrating in a 
single location the largest set of fixed buildings, engineering facilities and workforce 
on a line or section of line. The basic workshops were usually the first thing built on 
a new railway: here the locomotives and rolling stock were assembled, the bridge 
spans prefabricated, and special fixtures machined; and once operations began the 
rolling stock was refurbished in these works. 
The first railway workshop in China was set up at Xugezhuang, and relocated to 
Tangshan in 1888 as the line was expanded to become the Beijing-Fengtian 
Railway." The Tangshan Works became the largest railway workshop in China, with 
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about 4-5,000 employees during the period of this study. It was the only workshop 
in China Proper before 1937 to manufacture locomotives.^^ Other workshops, such as 
the Wusong Works in Shanghai, only assembled imported locomotives and carriages, 
and thereafter performed the periodic overhauls.^® In 1912 there were about 25 
railway works; some sources give as few as 12.^' In 1937, the China National 
" Percy H. B. Kent, Railway Enterprise in China: An Account of its Origin and Development, 
(London, 1907), p. 32, n.l . Ling Hongxun, Zhongguo tielu zhi (Chinese railway annals), (Taibei: 
1963 [1954]), p. 62, says that the Tangshan Works were established in 1879 as part of the 
Kaiping coal mine. There was certainly a workshop at the mine, and that was where the "Rocket 
of China" locomotive was constructed, which would not necessarily contradict Kent's claim that 
the operational workshop was at Xugezhuang. 
' ' Based on Table 2.5 assuming that the Tangshan Works accounted for about 80% of employment in 
the locomotive department. The two main railway works on the Beijing-Fengtian Railway were 
the Tangshan Works, also known as the South Plant, and the Bridge Works at Shanhaiguan. In 
1947, the works employed 5,456 workers. Ling Hongxun, Zhongguo tielu shi, pp. 63-64. 
Only 4.7% of locomotives delivered before 1937 were built in China, and all came from Tangshan. 
Rolling stock was built at Wusong, Shanghai, von Lochow, China's National Railways, p. 48. 
^^  An overview of the history of railway workshops can be found in Ling Hongxun, Zhongguo tielu 
shi, pp. 60-64; von Lochow, China's National Railways, pp. 34-41, 96. 
Di-yi-hui Zhongguo nianjian, pp. 909-10. The reproduced table is for 1912 and published in 1914 
(see notes in Table 2.1 and text where sources are discussed). The 22 works were: 
Changxindian, Jiang'an, Zhengzhou, Tangshan, Goubangzi, Shanhaiguan, Xiguchadao 
(Tianjin), Daiguishu (Jinan), Pukou, Wusong, Shanghai, Nankou, Zhangjiakou, Shijiazhuang, 
Yangquan, Taiyuan, Jiaozuo, Henan (Bian-Luo Railway), Dashatou (Guangzhou), Xujiapeng 
(Wuchang), Anyuan, Changchun. Among the works missing from this list are those at Qingdao, 
Shajiakou (Fengtian), Dairen (Dalian) operated by foreign-controlled lines. CYB (1913), pp. 87, 
90, states there were 12 workshops; CYB (1914), p. 102, lists 13 works; and CYB (1921/22), p. 
781, lists 25 works. 
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Railways operated 22 workshops, about one workshop for every 365 km of track.^^ 
By the mid-1930s the workshops were largely obsolete, little having been done to 
refurbish them since their establishment, when the Nanjing Government adopted a 
plan to create a central workshop system " The Japanese in Manchuria developed a 
substantial manufacturing and overhaul capacity, and during the Second World War 
upgraded some of the workshops in China Proper, such as the Sifang Works at 
Qingdao, the Shijiazhuang Works and the Jinan Works.^" 
Table 2.6 Employment in railway workshops and locomotive sheds, 1912-36 
Railway line 1912 1919 1920 change 1931 1932 1934 change 1936 
total total total 1912-20 total total total 1920-34 total 
Beijing-Hankou 1,206 2,951 3,102 157% 4,346 4,587 4,633 49% 5,590 
Beijing-Fengtian 3,256 5,005 5,290 62% 5,091 6,199 5,772 9% 6,250 
Tianjin-Pukou 1,022 2,551 2,835 4,354 4,465 4,643 64% 6,223 
Nanking-Shanghai 3,284 1,114 1,218 -63% 1,699 1,802 1,920 58% 2,960 
Shanghai-Hangzhou n.a 824 836 n.a 848 929 1,006 20% 1,390 
Beijing-Suiyuan 478 922 1,958 310% 3,144 3,189 3,262 67% 4,045 
Zhengding-Taiyuan 683 780 809 18% 787 795 797 -1% 1,167 
Daokou-Qinghua 233 308 300 29% 384 392 415 38% 532 
Longhai 180 383 1,000 456% 1,881 2,365 2,133 113% 3,168 
Guangzhou-Jiulong 94 275 243 159% 296 300 378 56% 478 
Guangzhou-Hankou 148 495 123 -17% 1,313 1,210 1,170 851% 2,487 
Nanchang-Jiujiang n.a n.a 7 n.a 45 291 254 3529% 364 
Qingdao-Jinan n.a n.a 2,259 n.a 2,471 2,495 2,535 12% 3,592 
TOTAL 10,584 15,608 19,980 89% 26,659 29,019 28,918 45% 38,246 
Sources: For 1912, Zhongguo tieluyinian shi (1914); for 1919, Di-yi-hui Zhongguo nianjian (1924), pp. 
910; for 1920, 1931 and 1934, Brig.-Gen. F.D. Hammond, Report on the National Railways of China 
(1935), pp. 82; for 1932, TCYB (1935-36), p. 641; and 1936, TCYB (1937), p. 919. 
Notes: 
1 .The 1912 figures are identified as railway worksliops and the breakdown is provided for each workshop 
In the system, including the Changchun shop in Manchuria. All the other workshop employment figures are 
for the Locomotive (Works Branch) Department, and include some locomotive workers outside the 
workshops. 
2.The increase between 1934 and 1936 is a statistical quirk. The 1936 report merged the Locomotive 
(Running Branch) Department employees, those who aewed the locomotives, with the workshop branch. 
3.The 1912 figure for the Shanghai-Nanjing Railway include the 740 employes in the railway operated 
Shanghai machine and electrics factory as well as the 2,542 employees at the Wusong Railway Works. 
The figures for 1919-34 for Wusong probably understate by as much as 30-40% the tme workforce. 
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von Lochow, China's National Railways, p. 34. Both Hammond, Report on the National Railways, 
p. 29, and Cheng Lin, The Chinese Railways Past and Present, (Shanghai, 1937), p. 163, state 
that there were 21 works in the state system, one for each 355 km of track. 
The plan was proposed by Hammond whose report stated that "There is no branch of the Chinese 
National Railways which stands in greater need of improvement and modernization than the 
locomotive workshops." Hammond, Report on the National Railways, pp. 30, 34-36. Also, on 
the central machine shop plan, see von Lochow, China's National Railways, pp. 37-41; Zhang 
Jia'ao (1937), pp. 23-26 passim. 
von Lochow, China's National Railways, pp. 49, 96; Ling Hongxun, Zhongguo tielu shi, pp. 62-63. 64 
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Shopmen comprised about one-fifth of all state railway employees Employment 
in the workshops between 1912 and 1936 is summarised in Table 2.6. The sources 
are not strictly comparable, but the table does indicate the growth of employment in 
the workshops between 1912-20 and 1920-34 (the 1936 figures are excluded for the 
purpose of comparing change in the workforce size because they are inflated by the 
inclusion of drivers and firemen formerly classified in a running department). A 
comparison of 1919 and 1920 illustrate the problems previously discussed about the 
reporting of the workshop workforce. Despite some discrepancies, lines such as 
Beijing-Hankou and Beijing-Fengtian railways are strikingly consistent. The 
apparent decline in the Wusong Works' establishment between 1912 and 1919/20 is 
either an error or, most probably, reflects the exclusion of contractor-controlled 
laborers in a plant that was commonly considered to employ 2-3,000 artisans and 
laborers. The Hammond numbers for 1920, 1931 and 1934 have tried to include 
casual and contract labor. These are probably the best statistics available for the 
employment in the railway workshops of China Proper.^^ 
The biggest rise was for the railway police, a 2.5 fold increase. Table 2.5 shows 
that the railway police accounted for 15% of employees in 1934, up fi-om 10% in 
1919, exceeding the level for any single other grade, such as track workers (13%), 
skilled workshop artisans (10%), drivers and firemen (7%), and station masters, 
assistants and platform staff (11%). The 18,701 railway police employed in 1933 cost 
$5,116,779 in salary and wages, nearly twice that spent on education for the year (the 
railways were a major provider of not only engineering and technical education at 
various levels, but also primary and secondary schooling).^^ Hammond expressed 
surprise at the size of the police force: the figures "appear extremely high" and the 
large increases were seemingly "due to political influence", underscored by the fact 
that "despite the improvement which has taken place in internal security during 
recent years the police force has increased between 1931 and 1934 by 2,000 men."^^ 
Administrative changes in 1935 added still more to the police force. 
Although excluded from this study, the railway police in China are a special 
problem which needs to be addressed briefly. The railway protection police {hulu 
xunjing), as they were first called, was set up because the inland ordinary police 
{neidi putongjingcha) were unable to protect the railways and the policing was done 
by local military garrisons, which were considered an improper use of soldiers. In 
1912 the Ministry of Communications approved each line establishing their own 
police. Many railways had set up a rudimentary police force during the construction 
phase. The early railway police, as in the case of the Shanghai-Nanjing and 
" Hammond's figures for 1927 I have exclude because they are incomplete. 
^ The railway educational budget for the fiscal year 30 June 1935 was $3,078,008, of which 
$1,585,208 was spent on railway employee programs and $1,381,053 on schools for children of 
staff. The rest went on Jiaotong University. Hammond, Report on the National Railways, p. 88. 
" ib id . , p. 125. 
Minguo tieluyinian shi, p. 141. 
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Shanghai-Hangzhou combined line, were drawn from the ranks of the watchmen 
{xunyong). They were formed into a corp of officers ijingguan) and police regulars 
(jingbing). 
Security was a problem which grew worse in the 1920s as civil war and natural 
disasters released bands of soldiers and bandits to roam north China. The infamous 
Licheng Incident of 1923 was a significant factor in expansion of the railway 
policed" The Ministry of Communications set up the Bureau of Railway Police 
{lujing zongju)^^ On the Qingdao-Jinan Railway, for example, the ministry approved 
an increase in the police strength of 300, of whom 200 were to be transferred from 
Beijing's police force and 100 recruited locally. The transfer approval was later 
rescinded and recruits found locally. A training school was set up to handle the 
intake, and an urgent order for rifles was placed with the Hanyang Arsenal and 
another order for revolvers with the Shanghai Arsenal. Three weeks before the arms 
shipments arrived a locomotive department section chief was kidnapped in December 
1923 while asleep at the Zhangdian railway dormitory and ransomed for $8,000.^^ 
Such was the alarm among railwaymen that one sought leave to evacuate his family 
from the area.^^ The railway police were again strengthened in the 1930s. In July 
1932 the Ministry of Railways established an Administration of Railway Police 
(lujing guanliju) and merged the existing police sections (jingwuke) and 
superintendent of police office {dujingshi) in each railway administration into an 
expanded police office (Jingchashu), to which was posted large numbers of former 
members of the army. '^^  In December 1935 a new armed railway protection force 
{wuzhuang hulu dui) was set up, and the ministry's police management bureau was 
renamed the Bureau of Military Police {duijing zongju) and placed under control of 
the military commission (Junshi weiyuanwei) headed by Jiang Jieshi.^^ The railway 
police had thereby become detached from the railways and had authority independent 
of and over-riding that of any railway administrator. 
Hu-Ning Hu-Hang-Yong tielu shiliao (Historical materials on the Shanghai-Nanjing and Shanghai-
Hangzhou-Ningbo railways), (Shanghai, 1924), Hu-Ning section, p. 127. 
™ Lincheng, Shandong, on the Tianjin-Pukou line, was the scene of a train hijacking which became an 
international incident due to the foreigners held. For the rise of banditry, Phil Billingsley, 
Bandits in Republican China, (Stanford, 1988). Also, CYB and NCH for contemporary accounts. 
" rcra (1935-36), p. 616. 
Qingdao-Jinan Railway, Jieshou di-yi-zhou-nian jinian (Commemoration of the fu-st anniversary of 
rendition), (Qingdao, 1924), pp. 14, 16, 17. 
" SHA 538/2514 "Jin-Han duan guanyu yuangong shi-bing jia ji mianpiao deng" (Compassionate-
Sick leave and concession tickets for staff on the Tianjin-Hanzhuang section). Supervisor 
Zhuang Defu requested leave and five 2nd class tickets to evacuate his father, mother, wife and 
daughter from Lincheng to Tai'an. Approved 7 January 1924. 
TCYB (1935-36), p. 621; the regulations governing the new police administration are contained in 
Tiedao fagui huibian (Compilation of railway laws and regulations), (1933); Zhongguo tielu 
gongren yundong lishi dashiji (Chronology of the history of the Chinese railway workers 
movement), (Beijing, 1987), pp. 216-17. 
' ' ibid., pp. 216-17, 233. 
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To conclude this section, were there any similarities between employment on the 
Chinese state railways and railways in other countries? International comparisons of 
workers, wages, skill levels and the like are fraught with difficulties. Comparison of 
selected grades for the United States (1880), England (1860), and China (1919) 
reveal some similarities/^ The only class which seems strictly comparable are those 
for the workshops: employment in the workshops as a proportion of the total railway 
workforce in the four countries ranged between 19% and 22%. Trackmen in the USA 
in 1880 accounted for 30% of the workforce, as they also did in China of 1919. 
Managerial and clerical staff comprised about 3% of American railwaymen in 1880 
(the figure seems to exclude technical supervisory staff), about 9% in England in 
1860, and 9.5% in China in 1919 if supervisory staff is included. 
Gender and age structure of the railway workforce 
Women and the railways. Few women worked on the railways in the 1920s and 
1930s, unlike after 1949 when they became prominent among the train crew and 
station staff, and some in the engineering department and the railway works.^^ 
Railway workers, like other transport workers in trams or on the docks, were nearly 
all men. Gender thus was not a factor in the structure of employment or skill 
classification on the railways.^^ Women may have been mostly missing from the 
railway workforce, but questions of gender in a broad sense are pertinent to the life 
experience of railwaymen and their families.^' 
Absent though women were from the railway workforce, they were fundamental 
to its production and reproduction, and to the construction of working class identity. 
Women made the railway communities, their lives coming together in meetings 
around the well or water standpipe, washing clothes in wooden tubs on the streets, 
^^  The sources are Walter Licht, Working for the Railroad: The Organization of Work in the 
Nineteenth Century (Princeton, 1983), pp. 33-34; Kingsford (1970), p. 3; Philip S. Bagwell, The 
Railwaymen: The History of the National Union of Railwaymen (London, 1982), Vol. 2, pp. 44-
45, and Table 2.3. 
" Despite their visibility on trains and around stations, women comprised only one-fifth of China's 
railway workforce in 1989 — 404,891 women in a workforce of two million. State Statistical 
Bureau, 1990 Zhongguo laodong gongzi tongji nianjian (The 1990 Chinese labor and wages 
statistical yearbook), (Beijing, 1990), p. 156. 
Gender can be considered in two ways, as a simple description of relations between sexes, and 
secondly as an analytical concept of social division. See Joan Scott on gender as a category of 
historical analysis in Gender and the Politics of History, (New York, 1988). For an engaging 
theoretical discussion of the intersection of class, gender and the division of labor in social 
structuration, see Andrew Sayer and Richard Walker, The New Social Economy: Reworking the 
Division of Labor, (Cambridge, MA, 1992), especially chapter one, pp. 13-55. 
For a discussion of issues in attempting to construct "a gendered labor history" which can bring out 
"the significance of gender for understanding work, economy, and class, as well as relations 
between men and women workers", see Ava Baron (ed.), Work Engendered: Toward a New 
History of American Labor, (Ithaca, 1991). Quote p. 1. 
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buying groceries, clubbing together to help neighbours whose children were sick, and 
the exchange relations involved in their running of small businesses from the 
doorway. The home and the community was a site of struggle and conflict every 
much as important as that which took place on the railways; different, removed from 
80 
the labor process, but interrelated to the struggles of the men. Working class 
families the world over have had to rely on non-wage income, the labor of women 
and children to make ends meet. Peddling, scavenging, stealing, begging and 
prostitution were some of the means. One cannot read any of the surveys of wages 
and income of Chinese working class families in the 1920s and 1930s without being 
aware that non-wage income and the income of those other than the household head 
was crucial for their livelihood. Observers of the time would often wring their hands 
and bemoan the miserable standard of living among workers, the seeming 81 
impossibility of making ends meet on the recorded wage alone. More will be said 
about income and livelihood in a later chapter. In the recruitment process, too, 
women played a role, as shown in the example of the Jiang'an railway union leader 
Lin Xiangjian's move from the Mawei Shipyard near Fuzhou to the railway works at 
Hankou. He escorted his younger sister from their home village to her husband's 82 
house, and his brother-in-law — who was a railway guard — found him a job. As 
much as I would like to tell more about the railway communities and their women, 83 the materials are not readily available. Let us return to the workplace. 
The few women who were employed on railways in the 1930s worked at what 
might be called "women's jobs" — staff in the hospitals and clinics, domestics in 
staff canteens, occasionally office helpers or assistants to senior managers. Women 
were statistically few. In 1933 there were eight women seamstresses employed on the 
Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou Railway. No other women's jobs were identified by the 
sex prefix nu ahead of the job title among the 81,448 manual grade employees on the 
Linda Nicholson observed that in the early modem period the family was the centre of production 
of food and survival objects, not merely a place for child rearing. Industrialisation differentiated 
"the sphere of the family from the sphere of the 'economic' ...", asserted the principles of the 
(public sphere) market (cash economy) over the (interior private) family (non-cash, non-market 
economy). Not only did the place of production change with the rise of capitalist industry, but 
also familial relations — relations within the family are integrally connected to the work process 
which provides the wages for family survival. Wage labor individualises, yet no single 
individual's wage is sufficient; wage and non-wage sources must be pooled for survival. See 
Gender and History: The Limits of Social Theory in the Age of the Family, (New York, 1986), 
pp. 1-13 passim-, quote p. 2. 
" See the preface, for example, to the Shanghai Bureau of Social Affairs, Shanghai shi gongren 
shenghuo chengdu (Standard of living of Shanghai laborers), (Shanghai, 1934). 
Geng Yun, "Lin Xiangjian", Zhongguo gongren yundong de xianqu (Pioneers of the Chinese 
workers' movement). Vol. 1 (Beijing, 1983), pp. 101-48. 
^^  Materials can be "created" from the imaginative reappraisal of existing sources to create a picture 
of railway communities. When I began the project I was not sufficiently attuned to the family 
and community aspects, though the family does figure in discussions of education, health and 
welfare. 
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China National Railways/'* Before the First World War "women with baskets" were 
employed on the earthworks for the Guangzhou-Jiulong Railway.^^ They were 
probably Hakka women (though Robert Phillips is unclear), with their distinctive 
broad-brimmed and curtained hats who can still be seen at work on the building sites 
of Hongkong or neighbouring Shenzhen, often with carrying baskets too. 
Railway medical services seemed to have opened to Chinese women in the 
1930s. Ye Yun was a 28-year-old chemist {siyao) from Anhui employed at the 
Beiping-Liaoning Railway hospital in Tianjin. She resigned her post in March 1939 
to return to Guangzhou, where she had studied at a pharmacy school, to marry. 
Originally she had requested leave, and Ms Ye had intended to resume work after the 
wedding, but this was rejected by the personnel department.^^ During the Japanese 
occupation of the Qinshuyan Railway Works near Changzhou, Japanese and Chinese 
women were employed in the staff officers' mess and in the medical clinic.^^ At the 
Beiping Railway Hospital in 1938 there was a 25-year-old female nurse {nu hushi), 
Ms Zhou Ruiyuan, another native of Anhui who had joined the railway service in 
October 1931.^^ 
Women were also office workers igongyi), such as a Mrs Liang who worked in 
the Tianjin Railway Administration. Her deceased husband, Liang Wencheng, had 
been an office worker in the railway stores.^' Although we have little documentary 
evidence, there were probably many women among those who peddled tea and 
snacks {cancha gongreri) on the trains; they were, of course, not regular railway 
employees but run by contractors, or they were enterprising local peasants.^® In view 
of the many railway workers from North China it is perhaps not surprising that 
women workers were few among the manual grades. In the north there seems to have 
Guoyou tielu laogong, 1. 
85 
Robert J. Phillips, Kowloon-Canton Railway (British Section), A History, (Hong Kong, 1990), pp. 
32 ,37. 
SHA 215/1527/095. Ms Ye Yun on graduation had worked for a Guangzhou hospital and been a 
representative of a Shanghai pharmaceutical firm before she joined the railway at age 26 years. 
SHA 685/126, "Changzhou gongchang gaikuang" (General state of the Changzhou [Qinshuyan] 
workshops), July 1942. This Japanese administration report included various photographs of the 
works, such as the training of apprentices, a Shinto shrine, and employee housing. Also included 
was a photograph of a woman nurse in the plant's clinic assisting a male doctor and another of 
two women in the mess, one dressed in a Japanese kimono and the other in the Chinese garb 
typical of an amah (domestic) of the period. 
^^  Wuhan, #6-37. Transcriptions of the Ping-Han tieju zhiyuanlu (Staff directory of the Beiping-
Hankou Railway Administration), 1938, Records Room, Museum of the February Seventh 
Strike (er-qi bagong jinianguan), Jiang'an. 
SHA 215/1726, 8 Sep. 1938, compensation application. Few applications provide the full name of 
the wife of a deceased worker. 
Jin Shixuan and Xu Wenshu, Zhongguo tielu fazhan shi, p. 376, notes this type of employment. On 
the Kowloon-Canton Railway in Hong Kong up to the early 1980s, the women and children 
from villages in the New Territories would jump on the old diesel trains out of Lowu (the 
crossing from China) with baskets of cooked chicken and drinks for sale to passengers. 
Consumption of food and drink on trains was banned after electrification. 
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been a prejudice against women woricing in industry, evident in the urban textile 
industry and in agriculture too.^' At the end of the 1930s women had begun to make 
an appearance on the railways, but they were few and employed in "women's work". 
Age structure of the railway workforce. Chinese railwaymen in the 1930s were 
young. In 1934, workers aged from 20 to 40 years comprised 61% of the manual 
grades of the China National Railways, and only 13% of the workforce was younger 
than 20 years or older than 50 years. ^ Few teenagers worked on the railways. Only 
five employees were younger than 15 years, and the under-twenties accounted for 
3.2% of the workforce. 
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Fig 2.1 Age of the manual grades on the Chinese National 
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" In Shanghai cotton mills women comprised at least 80% of the workforce but fewer than 20% in the 
Tianjin mills until the 1930s. See Gail Hershatter, The Workers ofTianjin, 1900-1949, (Stanford, 
1986), pp. 48, 54-57 passim, especially p. 55 for discussion of the reasons women were fewer in 
Tianjin mills, one of which she suggests is the prevalence of foot binding in the north. Also, 
John Lossing Buck, Chinese Farm Economy: A Study of2866 Farms in Seventeen Localities and 
Seven Provinces in China, (New York, 1982 [1930), p. 235, notes that women comprised 31.6% 
of hired farm labor in east central China, but only 11.8% in north China. "This real difference is 
probably because foot binding is much more prevalent in North China." 
Age is never a simple problem for the Chinese. The most common term is sui (year) which dates a 
person one-year-old at birth. Older Chinese might date a person by their horoscopical year {shu), 
from which they back-count such that the derived aged in years might differ from number of 
years since birth. A more recent term is nianling (age) whose relationship to sui is imprecise. 
The Ministry of Railway's Guoyou tielu laogong, 1, and Guoyou tielu laogong, 2, uses nianling 
for the age of the workforce though all the personnel records (upon which the series was based) 
which I have seen use sui for age. I assume that the age {nianling) in the data below is sui. 
92 
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The structure of age distribution, shown in Fig 2.1, is dominated by the pattern 
for larger employers and longer established railways such as the Beiping-Liaoning 
and Beiping-Hankou lines. The smaller lines showed a marked variation. For 
example, the Guangzhou-Jiulong Railway was heavily weighted with employees in 
their late 20s and early 30s, while on the Daokou-Qinghua Railway those in their late 
30s to late 40s were overly represented. 
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The age of the workforce 
was related loosely to the age of 
the line. Workers older than 60 
were most concentrated on the 
older lines: the Beiping-
Liaoning (199 workers), 
Beiping-Hankou (286), Tianjin-
Pukou (120), and the Nanjing-
Shanghai-Hangzhou (102). Half 
or more of these workers were 
employed in the locomotive 
department. On the Beiping-
Liaoning line the locomotive 
department accounted for three-
quarters of all workers over 60 
years. Probably, most of these 
workers were master craftsmen 
employed at the Tangshan 
Works. At the Qingdao-Jinan 
line's Sifang Works in the mid-
193 Os there were several dozen 
workers older than 60 — all 
except one were craftsmen 
(designated by the job title ending in Jiang) or foremen {lingban). A carpenter in the 
carriage shop was listed as being 75 years old.^ '^  Ten years earlier the oldest 
railwaymen, aged 72, were employed on the Beijing-Hankou and Beijing-Fengtian 
lines.^^ Some of the senior staff at the workshops on the Beiping-Hankou Railway in 
^^ Guoyou tielu laogong, 2, p. 45. 
SHA 687/30, 1934-35. Some of these workers on employee registers may have been phantoms. It 
lists 67 workers who were older than 60 and one older than 70, about 3.6% of the works' 1,857 
workforce, yet Guoyou tielu laogong, 2, only lists 17 older than 60 in the locomotive department 
(0.5%). These figures excluded the supervisory staff and probably understate the over 60. 
^^  Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo gongren, p. 195, survey data from the Ministry of Communication's 
railway workers education committee investigation. 
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Fig 2.4 Age structure — Beijing-
Fengtian line, 1925 (%) 
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1938 had begun work in 1899 before construction was interrupted by the Boxer 
Uprising on 1899-1901.^® 
Comparison of the 1934 figures with the limited data for the age of railwaymen 
10 years earlier show an ageing of the railway workforce. At least that is the case for 
the Beiping-Hankou and Beiping-Liaoning lines.^^ The shift is shown in the set of 
charts, Fig 2.2 to Fig 2.5. The 
heavy line is a smoothed trend 
(moving average). 
In 1925, 70% of the 
Beijing-Hankou workers were 
younger than 40, another 24% 
were in their 40s, and only 7.5% 
were older than 50 years. Two 
years earlier, during the warlord 
suppression of the union on this 
line, 82% of the Beijing-Hankou 
Railway unionists who died 
were aged between 20 and 40 
98 
years. Over the next decade, 
the proportion younger than 40 
years had fallen to 59% of the 
manual grade workforce, a third 
were in their 40s, and the 
proportion older than 50 had 
doubled — those older than 40 
had risen fi'om 30% of the 
reported workforce in 1925 to 
47% in 1934. 
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Fig 2.5 Age structure — Beiping-
Liaoning line, 1934 i 
Source: Guoyou tielu laogong, 2, p. 45 
A similar pattern is seen on 
the Beiping-Liaoning line. The largest age cohorts in 1934 were those in their 30s 
and 40s who accounted for 35% and 26% respectively compared with 30% and 19% 
respectively in 1925. This ageing of the workforce in these two well-established lines 
and large employers of railway labor is shown in the sets of charts. 
We can see that the shape of the age structure distribution between the mid-
1920s and the mid-1930s has simply moved rightward. In other words, there is a 
Jin Bao, 61, from Minhou in Fujian, works officers (changyuan) at the Jiang'an materials plant; 
Guo Fuxiang, 57, from Tianjin, manager (changshou) of the Changxindian Works; Zhao 
Liangui, 64, from Wen'an in Hebei, works officer at Changxindian. Wuhan, #6-37. Ping-Han 
tieju zhiyuanlu (Staff directory of the Beiping-Hankou Railway Administration), 1938. 
' ' Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo gongren, pp. 196-97, for the workforce in 1925 for these two lines. 
Er-qi da bagong ziliao xuanbian (Selected historical materials on the February 7th big strike), 
(Beijing, 1983), pp. 298-303 passim, table of martyrs. 
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demographic bulge which moves through the system. Those in the 20-40 year age 
cohort move into the 30-50 age cohort 10 years later. 
This observed trend among Beiping-Hankou and Beiping-Liaoning workers 
lends support to other evidence (which will be discussed in the next and subsequent 
chapters) that labor turnover on the state railways in China was very low. Once a 
railway worker, always a railway worker, seems to have been the experience in 
China. Turnover was lower than in other industries in China, and lower than on 
99 North American railways. 
Conclusion 
The picture that emerges from this chapter is that the railways had become a major 
occupation in the modem sector of Chinese industry by the mid-1930s, employing 
more than 300,000 in China Proper and Manchuria. Railway workers probably out-
numbered all those employed in the modem textile mills of Shanghai, Wuxi and 
Tianjin, and other new industries, such as the modem coal mines. From 1920 to 
1937, the railway workforce had doubled — in Manchuria it had increased 3.5 fold. 
It was a man's world for the most part. Women were few, employed in railway 
occupations which could be seen as "women's work", such as the medical services 
and around the central administration offices. During the period under consideration 
the workforce aged. Once hired railway workers on average tended to remain. The 
majority of the railway manual grades were recruited from north China, while their 
managers and supervisors were more often from east China. It is to the issue of the 
social origins of the workforce and the recruitment processes that we next tum. 
Licht, Working for the Railroad, pp. 73-78. 
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Appendix 
labie A2.1 tmpioymonton tne Uhina state railways by departments, 1919,19Z4,1932 and I93b 
1919 NSHR TPR BHR BLR BSR LHR QJR ZTR DQR NJR GJR GHR(N) GHR(S) Total workforce 
Gen. Admin. 469 723 1,110 503 528 42 69 70 126 377 4,017 6% 
Traffic Dept 2,168 2,452 2,780 2,463 1,185 111 396 196 241 395 12,387 17% 
Running 550 893 1,808 1,233 504 194 377 80 87 115 5,841 8% 
Locomotive 1,938 2,551 2,951 5,005 922 383 780 308 275 495 15,608 22% 
Engineering 2,712 6,883 3,803 5,495 2,659 482 607 449 505 598 24,193 34% 
Police 345 1,671 2,134 1,574 898 152 45 150 306 37 7,312 10% 
Other 26 577 101 127 52 11 31 5 57 987 1% 
Total 8,208 15,750 14,687 16,400 6,748 1,375 n.a 2,305 1,258 n.a. 1,540 2,074 730 71,075 100% 
Percent 12% 22% 21% 23% 9% 2% 3% 2% 2% 3% 1% 100% 
1924 NSHR TPR BHR BLR BSR LHR QJR ZTR DQR NJR GJR GHR(N) GHR(S) Total workforce 
Gen Admin. 578 1,046 1,558 763 817 208 747 128 91 71 272 6,279 6% 
Traffic Dept 2,926 2,630 5,082 2,727 1,880 593 1,783 503 266 169 698 19,257 18% 
Running 1,594 2,022 2,812 1,160 1,034 419 1,149 430 136 99 269 11,124 11% 
Locomotive 1,815 3,303 3,887 5,675 3,100 1,055 2,329 924 288 101 796 23,273 22% 
Engineering 2,798 4,439 4,821 6,763 4,054 1,696 1,097 642 497 140 1,582 28,529 27% 
Police 421 2,674 4,877 1,765 2,497 669 1,473 92 437 62 617 15,584 15% 
Other 100 674 386 271 205 12 105 29 5 82 1,869 2% 
Total 10,232 16,788 23,423 19,124 13,587 4,652 8,683 2,748 1,720 n.a. 642 4,316 n.a. 105,915 100% 
Percent 10% 16% 22% 18% 13% 4% 8% 3% 2% 1% 4% 100% 
1932 NSHR TPR BHR BLR BSR LHR QJR ZTR DQR NJR GJR GHR (N) GHR(S) Total workforce 
Gen. Admin. 875 1,324 2,219 1,737 865 483 1,109 221 238 176 158 399 434 10,238 8% 
Traffic Dept 3,709 4,186 5,273 3,373 2,093 1,388 2,014 555 379 437 276 1,345 654 25,682 21% 
Running 2,371 1,820 1,427 1,846 786 435 1,339 561 202 152 154 377 364 11,834 9% 
Locomotive 2,731 4,465 4,587 6,199 3,189 2,365 2,495 795 392 291 300 1,210 606 29,625 24% 
Engineering 2,591 4,564 4,824 2,698 3,597 2,983 1,233 615 488 490 541 1,714 852 27,190 22% 
Police 725 3,838 4,853 2,013 1,427 1,428 1,742 91 458 124 598 17,297 14% 
Other 69 873 583 298 454 117 26 21 241 678 3,360 3% 
Total 13,071 21,070 23,766 18,164 12,411 9,082 10,049 2,864 2,178 1,787 1,553 5,723 3,508 125,226 100% 
Percent 10% 17% 19% 15% 10% 7% 8% 2% 2% 1% 1% 5% 3% 100% 
1936 NSHR TPR BHR BLR BSR LHR QJR ZTR DQR NJR GJR GHR (N) GHR(S) Total worirforce 
Gen. Admin. 718 1,391 2,617 2,209 1,089 811 960 352 131 158 157 755 11,348 9% 
Traffic Dept 4,287 5,361 5,688 3,774 2,450 2,612 2,623 862 456 286 354 2,182 30,935 24% 
Running 
Locomotive 4,350 6,223 5,590 6,250 4.045 3,168 3,592 1,167 532 364 478 2,487 38,246 29% 
Engineering 2,445 4,643 4,922 3,148 3,395 3,611 1,215 749 475 433 513 2,757 28,306 22% 
Police 1,315 4,311 4,189 2,506 1,475 2,402 1,845 179 458 188 182 1,373 20,423 16% 
Other 108 284 162 21 36 611 0.47% 
Total 13,115 22,037 23,290 18,049 12,454 12,604 10,235 3,309 2,052 1,429 1,705 9,590 note 7 129,869 100% 
Percent 10% 17% 18% 14% 10% 10% 8% 3% 2% 1% 1% 7% 100% 
Sources: Official ministry figures. See Table 2.3 in text. 
Notes: 
1 These explanatory notes are a sumntiary of key points that appear in the notes for Table 2.3 to which the reader is referred.The 
abbreviations are: NSHR. Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou railways; TPR, Tianjin-Pukou Railway; BHR, Beijing-Hankou Railway; BLR. 
Beijing-Liaoning Railway; BSR, Beijing-Suiyuan Railway; LHR, Longhai Railway; QJR. Qingdao-Jinan Railway; ZTR. Zhengtai 
Railway; DQR. Daokou-Qinghua Railway; NJR, Nanchang-Jiujiang Railway; GJR, Guangdong-Jiulong (Kowloon) Railway; GHR(N), 
Guangzhou-Hankou (North section) Railway; GHR(S), Guangzhou-Hankou (South section) Railway. 
2. Three then state railways which reported between 1919 and 1924 have been excluded. They are: the Ji-Chang (2,435 and 2,422 
employees respectively) and Si-Tao (732 and 4,754) lines in Manchuria and the Zhang-Xia line (139; no report in 1924) in Fujian, 
together totalling 3,136 and 7,176 employees in the respective years 
3. For 1919, the LHR work force is in fact only that for the Bian-Luo (Kaifeng-Luoyang) line. 
4. The QJR in 1919 was under Japanese control, and had been since 1914 It was returned to China 1 January 1923. 
5. The NJR, completed in 1915, was a provincial line built until the late 1920s. 
6. In 1919, the GHR(N) included the Zhuzhou-Pingxiang or Anyuan line 
7. The GHR(S)for 1919 is actually the 1916 figures for the Guangdong-Sanshui line, the original section if the GHR(S). By the mid-
1930s the GHR south and north sections had joined, and the total is reported in the GHR(N) column. 
8. Other includes the telephanists, and miscellaneous. 
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This chapter will look at the geographic and social origin of railway workers and 
their recruitment. From where did they come? Who were they? How were they 
recruited? The native-place origins of the railway workforce tells us from where 
workers originally came, though not necessarily where they were recruited. The place 
of origin is important for the study of the Chinese worker: the culture of the 
community from which workers came structured the relationships that influenced 
recruitment patterns, the organisation of the work process and the politics at work.' 
An appreciation of the multiplicity of cultures of place among workers helps us 
to understand the way in which pre-existing communal bonds mediated the 
experience of the early Chinese working class, and railway workers in particular. It 
also counteracts the tendency to see the early working class as an undifferentiated 
social mass, a view which assumes that the majority of the Chinese industrial 
workers were peasants who had recently abandoned the field for the workshop and 
who were mostly without any skill other than that learned in harness to a plough.^ I 
begin with the stories of several railway workers whose early life is known to us 
through their involvement in the labor movement of the 1920s illustrate the common 
experiences that will again and again be encountered in the stories of railway 
workers.^ 
Lin Xiangjian (1892-1923), the Beijing-Hankou Railway union leader, who was 
executed by warlord troops on the fourth day of the February 1923 strike, was a fitter 
(qiangong) at Jiang'an, the large workshops at the southern end of the line."^  He was 
' Elizabeth Perry has also dwelled on native-place affiliations, coining the phrase "the politics of 
place", to describe the pivotal role of such affiliations in the community and work organisation 
of the Shanghai working class. Elizabeth J. Perry, Shanghai on Strike (Stanford, 1993). 
^ Jean Chesneaux, The Chinese Labor Movement. 1919-1927, (Stanford, 1968), p. 48, says that after 
World War One "almost all Chinese industrial and transport workers were former peasants who 
had recently moved to the towns." Post-1949 scholars in China, after Mao Zedong's 1939 essay 
"Zhongguo geming he Zhongguo gongchandang" (The Chinese Revolution and the Chinese 
Communist Party), assert that the industrial working class were mostly "impoverished peasants" 
(pochan nongmin) who had left the land due to the impact of imperialism. 
^ Some of the accounts are hagiographic in style, and serve the purpose of instilling values then 
deemed desirable by the CCP. Nevertheless other sources, even hostile, corroborate basic details. 
My accounts are drawn from: Zhongguo gongren yundong de xianqu (Pioneers of the Chinese 
workers' movement), Vol. 1-4 (Beijing, 1983-84); Zhonggong dangshi renwu zhuan 
(Biographies of personalities in the history of the Chinese Communist Party), (Xian, 1981- ) 
Vol. 1- ; Zhonggong dangshi jianming zidian (Concise dictionary of the history of the Chinese 
Communist Party), (Beijing, 1986). 
" Geng Yun, "Lin Xiangjian", Zhongguo gongren yundong. Vol. 1, pp. 101-48. A full account of the 
"February 7th [1923] Massacre", the strike on the Beijing-Hankou Railway, and its defeat which 
set back the labor movement throughout China, will be given in the chapter on strikes. 
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also the leader of the Fujian workers' bang (a mutual-aid group) at the engineering 
department works (gongwuchang) — the other plant was the locomotive works 
(jiwuchang). Together with the leaders of the Hubei and Jiangnan bangs, Lin 
Xiangjian was a principal player in organising the Jiang'an railway union.^ Nine of 
the 38 railwaymen killed that day at Jiang'an came from Fujian; seven, including Lin 
Xiangjian, were from Minhou county near Fuzhou.^ 
Minhou is a long way from Jiang'an, but the journey to a railway job in central 
China had been made many times before by Lin Xiangjian's fellow provincials. In 
1899 when the Franco-Belgian syndicate began work on the southern section of the 
Beiping-Hankou line, skilled workers were recruited from the French-supervised 
naval shipyards at Mawei, near Fuzhou/ Lin Xiangjian's father had left the family 
farm for work as a boiler attendant (guolugong) at Mawei. In 1905 Lin joined his 
father, who arranged for him to study at the shipyard's school (xuetang). Two years 
later, aged 15, he began a five-year apprenticeship, but on completion a conflict with 
a foremen blocked his advancement. As luck would have, his younger sister Dede 
was to go to Wuhan to marry Zhou Liancheng, a railway guard (cheshou) for the 
Beijing-Hankou Railway (and undoubtedly, though this is not stated, a fellow 
provincial). Lin Xiangjian escorted his sister to Wuhan where his brother-in-law 
introduced him to work as a railway fitter. The next year his father and younger 
brother joined him. They too worked on the railways and the family settled in Fujian 
Street, the residential district of Fujian railway workers. Lin Xiangjian is said to have 
become the leader of the Fujian bang because of his unfailing and generous support 
for fellow provincials who needed assistance due to illness or unemployment. 
The early lives of Kang Jingxing (1892-1932) and Deng Pei (1884-1927) show 
the similar network of cormections that underlay recruitment patterns and social 
relationships. Kang Jingxing was a riveter {maogongjiang) at the Changxindian 
locomotive sheds attached to the railway works on the north section of the Beijing-
Hankou Railway.^ A native of Lutai in Ninghe county, Zhili (Hebei), his father was a 
porter or "coolie" (kangjiaohang) on the then unfinished Beijing-Fengtian Railway 
who might have been one of the canal boatmen or laborers displaced by the railway 
' The best account of this alliance is that of the then CCP labor organiser for Wuhan area, Bao 
Huiseng (pseud. Lao wu er ren). See "er-qi huiyilu" (Memoirs of February 7th), in Bao Huiseng 
huiyilu (Memoirs of Bao Huiseng), (Beijing, 1983), pp. 39-124. 
^ Erqi da bagong ziliao xuanbian (Selected historical materials on the February 7th big strike), 
(Beijing, 1983), pp. 298-303. The total February 7th "martyrs" is listed in this source as 52, 
including Shi Yang, the legal adviser to the Wuhan area unions. Sources differ on the number 
killed and fi-om where they came. Chesneaux, Chinese Labor, p. 69, says 55 were killed of 
whom 12 came from Fujian. A Guomindang investigation in 1929, for the purpose of paying 
compensation, lists 53 killed — 35 at Jiang'an — of whom only 44 are the same as those in the 
1983 selected materials. 
^ Zhongguo tielu gongren yundong lishi dashiji (Chronology of the history of the Chinese railway 
workers movement), (Beijing, 1987). 
^ Wu Taibo, "Kang Jingxing", Zhongguo gongren yundong. Vol. 2, pp. 243-61. 
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who were given compensatory rights to the carrying business at the new stations.^ 
Whatever the circumstances, we are told that on his father's death in 1904 the 14-
year-old Kang Jingxing obtained an apprenticeship at the Tangshan Railway Works. 
On finishing his apprenticeship three years later, he moved to Changxindian, where 
he married a local woman from the one-time village that had grown to become a 
rather large railway town. 
Deng Pei was a Cantonese mechanic (gongjiang) at the Tangshan Works, and an 
early CCP union l e a d e r . H i s paternal grandfather and uncle had both worked in San 
Francisco; his father had abandoned the family farm for work in Guangzhou where 
he died when Deng Pei was young. After two years of village school (sishu), Deng 
Pei left home at 14 for Tianjin where, with the help of a relative, he found an 
apprenticeship at the Detai Machine Works. On completing his apprenticeship at 17, 
he passed the entry examination for lathe operator (xuangong) at the Tangshan 
Works. Deng Pei reputedly studied at the workshop's school and at home — subjects 
included Chinese, English, mathematics and technical drawing — to obtain 
promotions. Native-place connections were important in his life. He is said to have 
frequently helped his fellow provincials obtain work, teaching them at his home the 
basic skills of the workshop. He employed these connections along the line to 
organise the Tangshan area railway imion in 1921-23. 
Sources are unavailable for a detailed reconstruction of the geographical origin 
of the railway workforce through to the late 1920s, though memoirs and interviews 
provide general indicators." For the 1930s we are more fortunate — the new 
industrial laws of the period required more detailed reporting of the workforce. 
Although private employers may have ignored these laws and the supervisory 
authorities were generally inadequate to enforce compliance, the state railways 
responded with a revamping of their personnel systems, a by-product of which were 
the Ministry of Railways' labor statistics cited earlier and the personnel records of 
individual railway administrations. The personnel department records let us look at 
individual railway workers in a particular workshop or on a specific section of track, 
while the ministry's labor series for the financial years 1933 and 1934 give us a 
picture of wage rates, age distribution, educational levels, leave applications, the 
length of service, and the place of origin by province for the entire manual workforce 
' Yiu-Chung Ko, "The Labor Movement in North China, 1900-1937", Unpublished Phd dissertation, 
University of California, 1981, p. 13 ]; Philip C. C. Huang, The Peasant Economy and Social 
Change in North China, (Stanford, 1985); pp. 55, 135-36, for impact of railways on inland water 
routes. 
Jiang Tingyu et al, "Deng Pei", Zhongguo gongrenyundong. Vol. 3, pp. 55-103. 
" None of those who I interviewed in China in May and June 1992 was able to give precise figures 
for the native place origins of workers at the Jiang'an, Zhengzhou and Changxindian railway 
works in the 1920s, but they were certain about the broad geographical origin of workers in each 
place. 
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of the China National Railways which is disaggregated by railway administration, 
department and, in the case of wages, by duty classification.'^ 
Provincial origin of railway workers. 
Analysis of the 1934 data for provincial origin discloses that 66.6% of 84,923 
manual workers on the China National Railways came from the north China 
provinces of Shandong (15.6%), Hebei (40.8%) and Henan (10.4%); 15.9% from the 
east China provinces of Jiangsu (10.2%), Zhejiang (3.1%) and Anhui (2.6%); and 
8.5% from the central China provinces of Hubei (6.0%) and Hunan (2.5%). A detail 
breakdown of manual grade workers by provincial origin is shown in Fig 3.1.'^ 
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Although Hebei and Shandong provinces accounted for more than half of the 
total workforce, the distribution by provincial origin varied greatly between railway 
lines. The detail distribution is shown in the appendix, Table A3.1. Not 
unexpectedly, on most railways the majority of the manual workforce was locally 
recruited. On the Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou line, for example, 79% of the 
workforce came from Jiangsu and Zhejiang provinces within which the lines were 
Ministry of Railways, Guoyou tielu laogong tongji, di-yi-zhong (State railways labor statistics, first 
series), (Nanjing, 1934), hereafter Guoyou tielu laogong, 1, and Guoyou tielu laogong tongji, di-
er-zhong (State railways labor statistics, second series), (Nanjing, 1935), hereafter Guoyou tielu 
laogong, 2. The personnel records commonly cited are those for the Beiping-Liaoning (SHA 
series 215), Tianjin-Pukou (SHA series 538) and Qingdao-Jinan (SHA series 673, 687) railways. 
This display does not take into account that the dominant provinces were simply those with an 
extensive railway network. A better measure might be the ratio of manual grades per track 
kilometre by province. 
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located. Similarly, for Qingdao-Jinan Railway, 91% of the manual grades came from 
Shandong, while for the Guangdong lines Guangzhou-Jiulong (Kowloon) and 
Guangzhou-Hankou (South Section) railways, Guangdong provincials comprised 
97% and 99% respectively. Workers from Hebei were most strongly represented on 
the north China lines, comprising 87% of the manual grades on the Beiping-Liaoning 
and the Zhengding-Taiyuan lines, 74% on the Beiping-Suiyuan, and 51% of the 
Beiping-Hankou. The Tianjin-Pukou Railway had a broad provincial mix among the 
manual grades, of whom 40% came from Hebei, 33% from Shandong, 14% from 
Jiangsu and 10% from Anhui — the four provinces through which the line passed. 
Table 3.1 Origin of BLR workers by departments 
General Traffic Locomo- Enginee- Total 
Affairs Dept tive Dept rir)g Dept 
Hebei 469 1,831 5,542 1,644 9,486 
Shandong 28 96 222 233 579 
Guangdong 0 2 510 0 512 
Liaoning 30 32 82 21 165 
Others 5 29 74 5 113 
total 532 1,990 6,430 1,903 10,855 
Source: Ministry of Railways, Guoyou tielu gongren, 2, p. 46. 
Fig 3.2 Origin of workers on the Tianjin-
Pultou Railway, 1934 
Not only did the distribution of the native-place origin of the workers vary 
between railways, it also varied between departments within a particular railway 
administration. Local 
workers from Hebei 
comprised between 86% 
and 92% for the main 
operational departments of ^^^^ 
the Beiping-Liaoning ' T . • gAnhui 
Railway — the numbers for ' t ~ 
1934 are shown in Table I • Shandong 
3.1. In the locomotive 1000^ • I I — . H e b e i 
department the Guangdong 
workers accounted for 8% 
of the workforce. They were 
the most numerous after 
local Hebei workers and 
ahead of those from 
Shandong. Liaoning was probably more heavily represented among the workforce 
before the Japanese annexation of Manchuria in 1931 saw the loss of the line north of 
Shanhaiguan. 
Source: Guoyou tielu laogong, 2, p. 32 
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Social origins and recruitment 
The distribution between the largest operational departments for the Tianjin-
Pukou, Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou, and Guangzhou-Hankou (North Section) lines 
are displayed in Fig 3.2 to Fig 3.4. On the Tianjin-Pukou line, Hebei and Shandong 
workers accounted for three-quarters of the total workforce. As shown in the 
distribution, Fig 3.2, Hebei 
workers comprised more 
than half on the locomotive 
establishment. The 
Shandong, Anhui and 
Jiangsu workers provided 
the bulk of engineering 
department employees — 
most of whom would be the 
track workers, the least 
skilled of the railwaymen. 
For the Nanjing-
Shanghai-Hangzhou line in 
the Yangzi delta, Fig 3.3, 
local recruitment (workers 
from Jiangsu and Zhejiang 
provinces) was dominant in 
the four departments. As on 
the Tianjin-Pukou Railway, 
Shandong workers were 
most heavily concentrated 
in the engineering 
department. 
On the north sector of 
the Guangzhou-Hankou 
line. Fig 3.4, recruitment 
was a complex mix. Hunan 
and Hubei workers were 
local recruits. Hunan 
workers dominated in the engineering department, followed by Henan, while Hubei 
workers were only a small part of the engineering workforce. In the locomotive 
department, Hubei workers numbered only a few short of those from Hunan and were 
twice as numerous as those from elsewhere. Hubei province — in particular the cities 
of Wuchang (location of the railway works), Hanyang and Hankou, which made up 
Wuhan — had modem enterprises, such as arsenals, foundries, and textile mills. 
Analysis of the employee register for the Sifang Works at Qingdao between 
1933 and 1934, shown summarised in Table 3.2 and in full in the appendix. Table 
A3.2, confirm the predominant recruitment from Shandong province on the Qingdao-
Fig 3.4 Origins of worl<ers on the 
Guangzhou-Hankou (North) Railway, 1934 
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Jinan Railway — 96.5% of all employees at the works were from Shandong.''* 
Furthermore, most were recruited from nearby counties. Qingdao and the 
surrounding counties of Jiaoxian and Jimo supplied 62% of workforce, while the 
adjoining counties of Pingdu, Weixian and Gaomi supplied another 18%. Hebei 
province accounted for only 2.7% of the workforce, some 50 workers. 
Table 3.2 Workers place of origin at the Sifang Works, Qingdao, 1934-35 
office loco boiler machine foundry forge carnage other employment 
staff shop shop shops shop shop shops shops total % share 
Shandong 1791 96.4% 
of which: 
Qingdao 31 55 45 62 15 21 44 134 407 21.9% 
Jiaoxian 20 28 21 55 24 14 152 58 372 20.0% 
Jimo 48 26 31 89 21 10 54 92 371 20.0% 
Pingdu 9 15 11 20 17 9 30 22 133 7.2% 
Weixian 9 15 6 7 8 21 6 30 102 5.5% 
Gaomi 8 12 5 8 16 6 16 22 93 5.0% 
Others 54 26 36 36 21 29 34 77 313 16.9% 
Hebei 50 2.7% 
of which: 
Tianjin 1 4 1 3 2 1 3 15 0.8% 
Jiaohe 12 1 13 0.7% 
Others 2 2 5 7 2 1 3 22 1.2% 
Anwei 2 1 3 0.2% 
Jiangsu 2 1 1 4 0.2% 
Liaoning 2 1 3 0.2% 
Unknown 1 2 3 6 0.3% 
TOTAL 182 185 156 288 148 113 339 446 1857 100% 
Source: SHA 687/30, Sifang Works employee register (1934-35). 
Note: Reporting for several workshops has been collapsed together. A detail breakdown by every 
workshop division and by all place-of-origin counties with three or more employees at the works 
is shown in the appendix, Table A3.2. 
Analysis of these records revealed an intriguing association among the Hebei 
group: 12 of the 13 workers from Jiaohe county worked in the foundry. They were all 
moulders ifanshajiang) in charge of iron-casting. Jiaohe, we know from Gail 
Hershatter's s t u d y , h a d an old native tradition of iron working. The county 
SHA 687/30 "Sifang jichang renyuan tongjibiao, 1934-35" (Employee statistics for the Sifang 
Works, 1934-35). The file title is that of the archives; it is in fact a hand-written ledger of the 
name, age, place of origin, job title, and wages for the 1,857 employees of the works organised 
by office or workshop. The SHA also retains the personnel department employee card files 
indexed by name for about 6,400 workers for 1932-36 which, in addition to the above data, 
gives details of pay rises, leave, penalties, education, and so on. Time constraints — I only 
discovered the card files in my last week at SHA — prevented any comparison of the ledger 
with individual cards, but that might reveal interesting fmdings for a large sample of railway 
workers. 
" Gail Hershatter, The Workers ofTianjin, 1900-1949, (Stanford, 1986), pp. 84-85, 98-100. 
76 
Social origins and recruitment 
produced the itinerant pot-menders who pHed their craft in the northern towns and 
cities of China during the winter months. From these "travelling furnaces" (xinglu) 
came the entrepreneurs and the skilled workers who formed the backbone of the 
Tianjin metals and tools industry in the early 20th century. It seems probable that at 
the Sifang Works workers from Jiaohe were recruited for moulders on the basis of a 
proven, traditional skill practised in their villages. Many other moulders, though, 
came from nearby Shandong counties. 
Missing from among the ranks at the Sifang Works are skilled mechanics from 
Guangdong, or any Cantonese workers for that matter. There was not one Cantonese 
employed in the locomotive department of the Qingdao-Jinan Railway and only five 
across all departments in 1934. This confounds a myth of the Old China Hands in the 
1920-30s that most mechanics (jijiang or gongjiang) — a broad term for any skilled 
worker involved with the building or maintaining of machines — were Cantonese.'^ 
This may have been mainly a belief among English-speaking observers, though 
Chinese sources too write about the prominence of the Cantonese mechanics.'^ 
The evidence from the railways indicate something different. Workers from 
Guangdong numbered 4,305 and comprised only 5.1% of the state railways' manual 
grades in 1934. Three-quarters of them were employed on railways in Guangdong. 
On other railways. Table 3.3 shows that only for the Beiping-Liaoning, Beiping-
Suiyuan and Guangdong-Hankou (North Section) lines were Guangdong workers a 
sizeable proportion, accounting for 7.9%, 5.7% and 7.5% respectively of the 
locomotive department manual grades. Most of these Cantonese we can presume 
18 were employed in skilled workshop jobs. 
Apart from the Guangdong railways, Table 3.3 shows that the largest single 
group of Cantonese were employed on the Beiping-Liaoning Railway, most probably 
at the Tangshan Works. There were 510 workers from Guangdong in the locomotive 
department, the second largest group after local workers from Hebei (5,542), and 
C. P. FitzGerald, Why China? Recollections of China, 1923-1950 (Melbourne, 1985), p. 41, writes 
that many Cantonese were employed in Tianjin industries and on the Beijing-Fengtian Railway 
because "at this time they were virtually the only skilled and technical workers available. ... 
Very many of them had learned mechanical skills and techniques in the shipyards of that city 
[Canton (Guangzhou)], so they virtually occupied all such [technical] posts in the railway 
service." FitzGerald, later the foundation Professor of Far East History at the Australian National 
University, was an assistant stores manager at the Tangshan Works, 1924-25. 
Ma Chaojun et al., Zhongguo laogong yundong shi (A history of the Chinese labor movement), 
(Taibei, 1959), Vol 1, pp. 170-71, says that Cantonese mechanics at Changxindian Works were 
the conduit for news on union activities elsewhere. This is questionable. By the 1930s at least 
the evidence suggests they numbered no more than a handful, just eight workers (0.15%) of the 
manual grades in the locomotive department. See Guoyou tielu laogong, 2, p. 39. In the earlier 
period, however, there may have been more, though none other than Ma Chaojun's account 
makes mention of them. Ma Chaojun often emphasises the role of the Cantonese mechanics in 
the labor movement — he was after all, the most prominent of the Cantonese mechanics. 
All the workers of Cantonese origin identified in the compensation and pension records for the 
Beiping-Liaoning Railway which I have seen were tradesmen. 
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more than twice as numerous as the third largest group, workers from Shandong 
( 2 2 2 ) . ' ^ 
Table 3.3 Locomotive works departments (selected place of origin), 1934 
Guangdong origin manual grades Fujian origin manuai grades 
loco dept % loco all depts loco dept % loco all depts 
Nanjing-Shanghai- 24 0,61% 47 2 12 
Hangzhou Railway 
Tianjin-Pukou 23 0.40% 31 7 8 
Beiping-Hankou 8 0.15% 25 237 4.35% 275 
Beiping-Liaoning 510 7.93% 512 1 2 
Beiping-Suiyuan 209 5.74% 212 2 2 
Longhai Railway 2 0.08% 5 43 1.77% 49 
Qingdao-Jinan 0 5 0 6 
Zhengding-Taiyuan 0 0 5 5 
Daokou-Qinghua 0 11 0 0 
Nanchang-Jiujiang 0 0 0 0 
Guangzhou-Jiulong 416 99.52% 1,118 0 1 
Guangzhou-Hankou (Nth) 108 7.50% 119 2 2 
Guangzhou-Hankou(Sth) 839 99.64% 2,220 2 2 
Total workforce 2,139 6.08% 4,305 301 0.86% 364 
Source: Ministry of Railways, Guoyou tielu gongren, 2, pp. 25 (NSHR), 32 (TPR), 39 (BHR), 46 
(BLR), 53 (BSR), LHR (60), 67 (QJR), 74 (GHR-N), 81 (ZTR), 88 (DQR), 95 (NJR), 102 (GJR), 
109 (GHR-S). 
Note: The locomotive department had the majority of sl<illed tradesmen. The '%loco' column 
records the percentage share of workers of Guangdong or Fujian origin employed in the 
department, while the 'all depts' column is a sum total of their employment on the railways. 
Cantonese in the Tianjin-Tangshan area held the skilled jobs (the unskilled work 
was done by the local Hebei recruits), and set up their own temples and 
associations.^® Recruited from the south in the late 1870s for the early enterprises 
which used British capital, advisers and engineering personnel, such as the Kaiping 
coal m i n e s , t h e Cantonese made their presence felt in the area. They were 
instrumental in one of the first industrial disputes at Tangshan.^^ They were active in 
the 1911 Revolution and the Chinese Republican Labor Party (Zhonghua Minguo 
" Guoyou tielu laogong, 2, p. 46. 
FitzGerald, Why China?, pp. 41, 43. However, this 'ethnic' division of skill is overly simplistic. As 
FitzGerald notes, p. 45, there were many small metal-working shops along the Beiping-Liaoning 
line manufacturing agricultural implements, often from pilfered railway coal and rails; other 
areas in Hebei had a tradition of iron working which has already been mentioned. 
It was probably not incidental for the choice of recruitment areas that the mine was established 
under direction of Li Hongzhang, Zhili governor-general, by Tang Tingshu, a Cantonese and 
former Jardine's comprador. See Tim Wright, Coal Mining in China's Economy and Society, 
7595-7957, (Cambridge, 1984), p. 141. 
^^  More than ICQ workers in April 1891 attacked a foreign foreman alleged to have mistreated them. 
See Zhongguo tielu gongren. There were disputes before the 1910s between the Cantonese and 
Hebei workers, mostly over the pay differential received by the men from the south. 
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gongdang) of 1912." The worker's compensation records for the works from the 
1930s, which I have seen, show that all the workers of Guangdong origin were in 
skilled positions.^'' The prominence of Guangdong workers in the Tianjin-Tangshan 
region suggest a link with British capital which was behind many of the enterprises, 
including the Beiping-Liaoning Railway?' They were recruited by their fellow 
provincials who had ties with the British as compradors, managers or entrepreneurs. 
The explanation for the relative prominence of workers of Fujian origin at the 
Beiping-Hankou Railway's Jiang'an Works near Hankou is similar to that for the 
Cantonese at Tangshan, except that the foreign influence was French and Belgian. In 
1934, Table 3.3 also shows that the 237 Fujian-origin workers employed in the 
locomotive department of the Beiping-Hankou Railway represented 4.4% of the 
department's workforce. The other major groups included 2,877 workers from Hebei 
(52.8%), 1,366 from Hubei (25.1%), and 625 from Henan (11.5%).^^ Memoirs, 
biographies of union activists, and accounts of strikes, indicate most Fujian workers 
were at Jiang'an, while the workers at Changxindian came mostly from Hebei.^^ The 
237 Fujian workers employed in the Beiping-Hankou locomotive department 
accounted for two-thirds of all Fujian workers on the China National Railways. Only 
the Longhai Railway among the other state lines employed any number of Fujian 
workers; together with those on the Beiping-Hankou, the locomotive departments of 
the two lines employed nearly 83% of all manual grade workers of Fujian origin. 
Behind the construction of both lines was Franco-Belgian capital; senior managers 
and engineers were also recruited from these countries. In 1899, the French engineer 
at Jiang'an recruited the first batch of skilled workers from the Mawei Shipyards, 
near Fuzhou, where some years later the ftiture Jiang'an union activist Lin Xiangjian 
was to do his apprenticeship. 
Recruitment of Cantonese and Fujian mechanics illustrate the 'ethnicity' of skill 
structure and workforce composition. The provincial origin of workers at the railway 
workshops, at least among the skilled grades, was connected with the imperial power 
^^  Ma Chaqjun, Zhongguo laogong yundong shi, pp. 73-78, 96-97. At Tangshan the party split into a 
Tangshan Labor Party {Tangshan gongdang) and a Chinese Labor Party {Huamin gongdang). 
SHA 215 series, file numbers 2053, 2056, 2058, 2078, 2079, 2080 (for 1932-34); 1726, 1727, 
1728, 1729, 1730 (for 1937-39). 
^^  The extension of the line after the Sino-Japanese War of 1894 was funded by a loan sponsored by 
the British and China Corporation, a syndicate which joined together the Hongkong and 
Shanghai Bank and the Jardine's trading house. Senior managerial posts on the railway as a 
condition of the loan were held by British personnel. Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo gongren jieji lishi 
zhuangkuang, 1840-1949 (The historical condition of the Chinese working class, 1840-1949), 
Vol. 1 (Beijing, 1985), p. 172, notes that British interests brought Cantonese skilled workers 
from Hongkong for the Beijing-Fengtian Railway and other industries in the Tangshan area. 
^^ Guoyou tielu laogong, 2, p. 39. 
" For example, among those killed in the 1923 dispute the fireman Lin Yuancheng (from Minhou 
county) worked at the Xinyang engine shed. He was the only worker of Fujian origin from other 
than Jiang'an killed that day; Xincheng is on the south sector near Jiang'an. Those killed who 
worked at Changxindian were all from Hebei. See Er-qi da bagongziliao, pp. 298-303. 
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which financed and managed a line. The Cantonese were prominent among the 
skilled grades at the Tangshan Works of the Beiping-Liaoning, a British-influenced 
line; the Fujian-origin workers similarly so on the south section of the Beiping-
Hankou, a Franco-Belgian-influenced line. Those links set in place a recruitment 
pattern in the late 19th century for both lines — the links of native place among 
workers entrenched and replicated the origin of workers of particular grades during 
succeeding generations. Native place ties and imperialist influence combined to 
shape in part the ethnicity of the skilled divisions within Chinese railways. 
Predominance of workers from north China. The imperial links might offer a 
plausible explanation for why certain skilled grades came from particular areas, but 
why into to the 1930s were so many of the railwaymen from the provinces of Hebei 
and Shandong? The region was undoubtedly poor. Politics, economics and ecology 
combined to push peasants off the land into the new industries of the coastal cities, 
the modem mines and railways, and to emigrate to Manchuria in search of 
28 
opportimities. Major studies of north China have documented the pressures on 
village life and the changes in rural soc ie ty Impor tan t as the political, economic 
and ecological crises are for understanding the region, they do not wholly explain 
why there should be such a Hebei and Shandong preponderance — other areas, too, 
were exporters of labor.^° That major sections of the early railways were built in Zhili 
and passed through Shandong and Henan is a partial explanation. 
Another explanation is that the tens of thousands of Chinese laborers who were 
recruited by contractors (baogong shangren) from these provinces in the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries came in time to constitute a pool of experienced (the 
meaning of skill in many instances) railway l a b o r . T h e y were employed to build the 
railways in north China. They also built the Ussuri line from Vladivostok to 
^^  V. K. Wellington Koo in 1924 observed that during the previous two decades that 15-20 million 
people from Zhili, Shandong and Henan had settled in the sparsely populated north and west, 
notably in Manchuria and Inner Mongolia. "Introduction", Harley F. MacNair, The Chinese 
Abroad, Their Position and Protection — A Study in International Law and Relations (Shanghai, 
1933 [1924]), p. X. 
Loren Brandt, Commercialization and Agricultural Development: Central and Eastern China, 
1870s-1930s, (Cambridge, 1989); Prasenjit Duara, Culture, Power, and the State: Rural North 
China, 1900-1942, (Stanford, 1988); Philip C. Huang, The Peasant Economy and Social Change 
in North China', Ramon H. Myers, The Chinese Peasant Economy: Agricultural Development in 
Hopei and Shantung, 1890-1949 (Cambridge, MA, 1970); Elizabeth J. Perry, Rebels and 
Revolutionaries in North China, 1845-1945, (Stanford, 1980), among others. 
Notably, Fujian and Guangdong, the home of most Chinese in Southeast Asia. Victor Purcell, The 
Chinese in Southeast Asia, 2nd ed, (Kuala Lumpur, 1965). On labor migration, Chen Ta [Chen 
Da], Chinese Migration, with Special Reference to Labor Conditions, (Washington, 1923). 
Jin Shixuan and Xu Wenshu, Zhongguo tielu fazhan shi, 1876-1949 (History of the development of 
Chinese railways, 1876-1949), (Beijing, 1986), p. 376, lists the major recruiting areas as Tianjin, 
Baoding and Cangzhou in Hebei, and Dezhou and Yantai in Shandong. 
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Khabarovsk in Siberia between 1891 and 1897.^^ More than 200,000 Chinese 
laborers were employed on building the Chinese Eastern Railway from 1897, and its 
southern extension, the South Manchurian Railway.^^ North China laborers were 
recruited to build the German-controlled Qingdao-Jinan Railway and the Qingdao 
port at the turn of the c e n t u r y t h e French-run Yunnan Railway 1904-10,^^ the Sino-
British financed Guangdong-Jiulong (Canton-Kowloon) Railway 1909-11.^^ Many 
went to South Africa too. Between 1904 and 1907, about 62,000 laborers were 
recruited as indentured miners on three-year contracts for the gold mines of The 
Rand which then faced an acute labor shortage after the Boer War.^^ One of the labor 
brokers for the South African mines, Silas-Schwabe & Co., had previously acted as 
the contractor for the Trans-Siberian Railway and for the Chinese Engineering and 
Mining Co., operators of the Kaiping coal mines.^^ It was the disruption of the annual 
migrations to Northeast China during the Russo-Japanese War of 1904 that enabled 
the ready recruitment of Chinese for South Africa.^^ While many of the north China 
laborers, after their contract period or at the end of the work season in Manchuria, 
returned to their home village — some might have saved enough of their earnings to 
buy land — some of these men who had built the railways became railwaymen. 
^^  Harmond Tupper, To the Great Ocean: Siberia and the Trans-Siberian Railway, (Boston: 1965), 
pp. 169, 175. 
ibid., pp. 323-35. There might have been more. At the peak of construction, Chinese workers 
numbered 170,000; the skilled workers came from the Guannei line (as the Beijing-Liaoning 
was then called) and Shanghai. Jin Shixuan and Xu Wenshu, Zhongguo tielu fazhan shi, p. 45. 
ibid., pp. 55-66, for details on railway construction. 
" Percy H. B. Kent, Railway Enterprise in China: An Account of its Origin and Development, 
(London, 1907), p. 165; Robert Lee, "Imperial triumph, Imperial tragedy: Building the Chemin 
de fer du Yunnan, 1898-1910", paper presented to the 12th Conference of the International 
Association of Historians of Asia, June 1991, Hongkong. Lee says that some of those recruited 
from Tianjin had previously worked on the Chinese Eastern Railway. 
Robert J. Phillips, Kowloon-Canton Railway (British Section), A History, (Hong Kong, 1990), pp. 
31-32,36,41. 
" See Peter Richardson, Chinese Mine Labour in the Transvaal (London, 1982); idem "Coolies, 
Peasants and Proletarians: The Origins of Chinese Indentured Labour in South Africa, 1904-
1907", in Shula Marks and Peter Richardson, eds. International Labour Migration: Historical 
Perspectives (London, 1984), pp. 167-185. All of the Chinese miners had returned by end-1910 
after the completion of their three-year contracts. Richardson (ibid., p. 168) notes that of the 
63,695 Chinese recruited for the mines, 62,006 came from north China embarkation ports. Chen 
Ta, Chinese Migration, p. 131, enumerates the numbers in South Africa between 1904 and 1910: 
1904, 9,688; 1905, 39,952; 1906,51,427; 1907,49,302; 1908,21,027; 1909, 6,516; 1910,305. 
Richardson, Chinese Mine Labour, pp. 73, 230 n.24. Richardson, pp. 62-77, describes the recruiting 
methods. The system was a complex hierarchy, from the chamber of mines in South Africa 
through the British-affiliated firms in the treaty ports downward to Chinese labor merchants and 
the "rogue" confractors who sewed up the deals in villages and towns, often based on links with 
local officials and gentry. It was an extension of a system ah-eady in practice. 
" Richardson, "Coolies, Peasants and Proletarians", p. 169, says the connection between emigration 
to South Africa and colonisation of Manchuria was more than casual — the recruitment areas 
(Zhili, Shandong, Henan and along the Beijing-Hankou line) and ports (Chefoo [Yantai], 
Qingdao) were the same. 
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Direct evidence for this argument is thin for those recruited in the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries. The picture is clearer for the First World War. Early in the war 
Chinese were recruited to work on the Russian railways.'*® Facing an acute manpower 
problem in 1916, the French and British decided to import Chinese laborers to work 
behind the lines, on the railways and docks, and in factories, freeing French and 
British nationals for military service. Known as the Chinese Labor Corps, they 
numbered 150,000 men: about 100,000 were recruited by the British and the others 
by the French.'" The French government contracted with the Huimin Syndicate, a 
company formed by the Liang Shiyi (the later head of the jiaotongxi or 
communications clique), to recruit Chinese. The British set up an Emigration Bureau, 
a govenmient agency, which on consular advice appointed labor contractors, the 
same contractors who had managed the recruitment from Shandong and Zhili for the 
South African mines a decade earlier.'*^ 
Not only was the same network used to recruit laborers, but some of the same 
laborers went to France too. David Jones, a British officer at the labor corps Noyelles 
Depot who had worked on The Rand in 1905, in May 1917 recognised some of the 
laborers as men who had worked in South Africa.'*^ Those with the British worked on 
the railways, road building and trench digging, on the docks, and in ordnance and 
tank workshops; those with the French worked in arsenals, steel works, munition 
factories and private enterprises.'*'* Railway work included building track, loading and 
unloading, in the marshalling yards, and repairing rolling stock. Some were skilled 
men and had worked in modem factories — in France they repaired and test drove 
tanks, and some even worked on aircraft.'*^ Could some of these men have found 
their way into the railways after retuming home? This does seem to have happened. 
Ma Chaojun, Zhongguo laogong yundong shi, pp. 117-19, states that there were about 70,000 
Chinese laborers in Russia in 1916-17. Chow Tse-tsung, The May Fourth Movement: 
Intellectual Revolution in Modern China, (Stanford, 1967 [I960]), 37, says that the recruitment 
and "unprecedented migration" to France from late 1916 was "probably inspired by the use of 
Chinese labor in Russia" earlier in the war. 
The main accounts are Chen Ta, Chinese Migration, pp. 142-58, 207-12; MacNair (1933), pp. 235-
38; Ma Chaojun, Zhongguo laogong yundong shi, pp. 108-13; Chesneaux, Chinese Labor, pp. 
138-40; and Michael Summerskill, China on the Western Front: Britain's Chinese Work Force 
in the First World War, (London, 1982). The French recruited workers more widely, but the 
geographical distribution of recruits is unclear. 
ibid., pp. 74, 76. The main contractor was Forbes & Co. at Weihaiwei and Camabd Eckford & Co. 
at Qingdao on commission from Forbes. Richardson, Chinese Mine Labour, p. 53, says that the 
recruiters for South Africa were Forbes, Camab6, Silas-Schwab^ & Co., and the Chinese 
Engineering and Mining Co. 
Summerskill, China on the Western Front, pp. 152-53. One worker, known as Ying-dah, was the 
instigator of a riot at the mines, and was identified by the scar from a bullet wound he had 
sustained from Jones' own pistol when he had attacked Jones. 
^ ibid., pp. 87, 114-18; Chen Ta, Chinese Migration, pp. 145, 147. 
S. G. Cheng, Modern China (Oxford, 1919), pp. 271-72, cited in Summerskill, China on the 
Western Front, 118. 
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At the end of the war the British began to repatriate the 94,700 Chinese then 
under their command, the first group leaving in November 1918. By December 1919 
nearly 60,000 had been repatriated and the final shipload arrived at Qingdao in May 
1920."^ ^ Some of those who worked for the French forces stayed on in France.'*^ 
Uncertainty surrounds what became of these men. Many of the Zhili and Shandong 
men became "fairly prosperous" having bought farms with their savings; most of the 
laborers it is suggested were "absorbed into their former life."'*^ Some, though, 
sought a life off the farm where they could employ their new skills and experience. If 
this was so, we might expect to see a significant cohort of workers identified as 
joining the railways in 1919-21. 
In the absence of evidence for the number and composition of those recruited to 
railway service after the war, I have used an indirect indicator to test my argument 
that returnees might have joined the railways. The indirect indicator is the data fi-om 
1934 for the length of service from the Chinese National Railways. Length of service 
data tells us the year workers who remained employed in 1934 joined the state 
railways. 
Several assumptions have been made about the use of the length of service as a 
substitute for data about recruitment. Firstly, available evidence indicates labor 
turnover on the Chinese state railways was very low.'*^ Turnover or wastage was high 
in many Chinese industries.^® A low turnover would mean that higher than usual 
Summerskill, China on the Western Front, pp. 195-98. 
The British contract was for three years only, as had been the South African contracts; the French 
48 
49 
50 
was five years and allowed renewal. The contracts are discussed by Chen Ta and Summerskill. 
The quotes are observations of a Shanghai YMCA worker involved with the men in France in a 
letter to Chen Ta, cited in Chen Ta, Chinese Migration, p. 157. Also, FitzGerald, Why China?, p. 
208, notes that those who had worked in South Africa bought farms or went into business on 
their return. "I met several of these men in Tangshan; all looked back on their South African 
days with fond nostalgia, as the foundation of their present prosperity." 
The four reasons for supposing low labor turnover on the railways are: 1. Liu Xinquan, "Huabei 
tielu gongren gongzi tongji" (Wages of railway workers in North China), Shehui kexue jikan 
(Social Science Quarterly), Vol. 6 No. 1 (Mar. 1935), p. 288, observed that the "mobility rate" 
(yidonglu) — another term for labor "wastage" or turnover — of railway workers "is very low". 
2. The Guoyou tielu laogong, 2, figures indicate that new recruitment in the 1930s was 
commonly about 5% per year of the total manual workforce. 3. At the Qinshuyan Works in 
1948, despite the impact of World War Two, 14% of the 2,795 strong manual workforce had 
more than 11 years of service which meant that they had moved from Shanghai with the transfer 
of the Wusong Works in 1937 or were recruited that year. Among the 206 staff (yuansi), 92% 
had less than three years service in mid-1948. See SHA 685/153 "Qinchang yuangong ftiwu 
nianshu tongji ban nian baogao" (Qinshuyan Works employees length of service half year 
statistical report), 30 June 1948. 4. The change in the age distribution of workers for the Beijing-
Fengtian and Beijing-Hankou lines between 1925 and 1934 suggested workers remained on the 
railways once they joined. See discussion about age distribution in Chapter 2. 
High labor turnover reported for employment in factories, flour mills and craft workshops. 
Hershatter, The Workers of Tianjin, pp. 58-60, 122, 258 n.53. In Tianjin flour mills between 
1925 and 1929 net labor turnover was 110-150%, and gross labor turnover was as high as 50% 
of the workforce in some months. Flour milling was highly seasonal. Most mills shutdown for 
several months or ran short weeks each year. Most workers were unskilled. Wang Zijian, 
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recruitment on a railway, or in a particular department, for particular years would 
produce a significant bunching of workers for those years. Secondly, experienced or 
skilled workers who were committed to industrial life were more likely to stay than 
unskilled or casual workers who might be expected to reUim to farming, or 
seasonally to move in and out of industrial labor. Committed skilled workers would 
probably be concentrated in the railway works. The first and second assumptions 
would thus imply that returnees would be more likely to be found in the locomotive 
department than other railway departments. 
Thirdly, if a significant body of returned workers had entered railway service, 
bunching for a particular year cohort would be more pronounced for those lines with 
a higher proportion of their workforce drawn from Shandong and Zhili (Hebei), the 
provinces from which the British recruited most heavily for France. The charting of 
data for length of service reveals a number of distinct cohort clumps for particular 
years. 
Fig 3.5 Year employment began for the manual grades of 
the Chinese National Railways, 1934 
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Source: Guoyou tielu laogong, 2, p. 9. 
Let us first look at the overall trend, shown in Fig 3.5. There is a clear peak for 
1921. About a thousand more workers entered service in 1921 (and were still 
employed in 1934) than in the previous year, and 600 more than the next year. The 
chart shows a steep growth from the 1917 financial year (end June 1918). The onset 
of the upswing in recruitment precedes the first official repatriation from France — 
in fact, beginning in 1916 — and probably, I suggest, reflects the general expansion 
"Tianjin mianfenchang gongren ji gongzi de yige yanjiu" (Wages and work hours of work of a 
flour mill in Tianjin), Shehui kexue zazhi (Quarterly Review of Social Sciences), Vol. 2 No. 4 
(December 1931), pp. 456-61. 
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of the Chinese economy during the war. Nevertheless, the pattern from 1918 would 
tend to support my argument that some of those who gained experience on railways 
and in mechanical trades in France found work on the railways after their return. 
This chart also shows an upturn in 1905 and 1906, continuing upward over the 
next few years from 1907 — the first year in which returnees from South Africa 
might enter the labor market — but the role of any returnees in this cohort clump is 
inconclusive (in 1934 a South African returnee would have been at least in his late 
40s). The better explanation for the greater numbers retained in the railway system 
for those years is the general expansion of employment opportunities following the 
completion of several lines, including the Beijing-Hankou (1905-06), Shanghai-
Nanjing (1908) and Tianjin-Pukou (1910-12).^' Sharp peaks in the national figures 
for the years 1912, 1927-28, 1931 and 1934 have different explanations." 
Individual railways reveal distinct patterns which more sharply delineate the 
relationship between labor service in France and railway employment. The Beiping-
Hankou, Fig 3.6, shows a rising trend from 1915 with a sharp jump for 1920 and 
1921, maintained through 1922. The Tianjin-Pukou, Fig 3.7, is a similar pattern to 
the Beiping-Hankou, though occurring a year earlier, with the double peak in 1920 
and 1921. The Beiping-Liaoning, Fig 3.8, shows a sharp peak for 1921, with the 
majority concentrated in the locomotive department, probably the Tangshan Works. 
For 1919 and 1920, the recruitment (retention levels) in the locomotive department is 
prominent, a finding consistent with my argument's second premise. The pattern for 
the Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou lines. Fig 3.9, displays a hump for 1919 and 1920, 
and a small peak for 1921 — the 1930 peak is due to a large-scale replacement of 
labor following a political purge.^^ 
A breakdown by railway of the length of service data shows that for 1905-08 the Beijing-Hankou, 
Beijing-Fengtian, and Shanghai-Nanjing lines accounted for three-quarters of the retained 
workforce; 1909-11 shows the influence of newer lines, such as the Longhai, Qingdao-Jinan and 
Beijing-Zhangjiakou (Suiyuan) lines. 
" The 1912 peak is probably associated with the opening of through traffic on the Tianjin-Pukou 
railway with the completion of the bridge over the Yellow River. The line accounts for one-third 
of the retained workforce and the new recruitment for the line in 1912 is clearly evident in Fig 
3.8. The peaks in 1927-28 and 1931 reflect replacements after the political purges of the railway 
workforce; and the upward trend between 1932 and 1934 is probably due to new building and 
expansion of the Chinese network. 
" The Guomindang in May 1930 set up a counter revolutionary committee (Jufan weiyuanwei) to 
weed out pro-CCP activists at the Wusong Works; the emphasis on the works is revealed by the 
chart. See Zhongguo tielu gongren. 
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Social origins and recruitment 
The Qingdao-Jinan line, Fig 3.10, shows a cohort peak for 1919 concentrated in 
the locomotive department (most probably the Sifang Works) which would coincide 
with the first returnees. Only marginally fewer compared with 1919 were recruited 
into the locomotive department for the period 1920-22. This peak, however, is 
overshadowed by that for 1923, the year China recovered the railway from Japanese 
control. For 18 months from January 1923, the new administration recruited heavily 
to replace the Japanese employees.^'^ 
Fig 3.10 QJR: the year employment began by 
department 
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War One. Those 
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mainly employed in the locomotive department. Could it have been that most jobs 
had been monopolised by Germans or, alternatively, that all Chinese employees were 
on casual terms until the Japanese seizure? Employment aspects are mostly ignored 
in accounts for the early period of the line.^^ All staff were German before 1914.^^ 
Under the Japanese between 1914 and end-1922, two Chinese reached the post of 
deputy station master, but Japanese nationals (many brought from the South 
Manchurian Railway) occupied supervisory and technical posts, including the 
foremen, section chiefs and most train drivers' positions." 
The pattern that emerges from the above analysis of length of service support the 
argument that a pool of semi-skilled or skilled railway labor was forged among the 
workers recruited from north China in the early 20th century. They obtained their 
Source: Guoyou tielu laogong, 2, p. 63. 
The presence of this cohort peak I would suggest strong confirms the soundness of my argument 
about using length of service as an indirect measure for the date of recruitment. There is 
evidence of large recruitment in all departments. 
" Vera Schmidt, Die Deutsche Eisenbahnpolitik in Shantung 1898-1914: ein Beitrag zur Geschichte 
des Deutschen Imperialisnus in China, (Weisbaden, 1976). Jiao-Ji tielu shi (A history of the 
Qingdao-Jinan Railway), (Jinan, 1961). 
56 
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ibid., p. 29. 
ibid., p. 49. 
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experience building railways in various parts of China; they also obtained technical 
training in South Africa and Europe. Many on their return to Zhili and Shandong 
may have resumed a life on the land, running village shops or small repair yards. 
Some clearly, I suggest, found a job on the railways instead, especially in the 
workshops where their acquired skills were of use. 
Origin of senior railway staff. Among the manual grades the workers of north China 
origin were most numerous. This was not true for those who supervised and managed 
railway operations. Many of the senior staff seem to have been natives of the 
prosperous eastern provinces, such as Jiangsu and Zhejiang. A careful quantitative 
analysis of the composition and character of staff is possible using staff handbooks or 
directories (zhiyuanlu) of which many have survived for various years and various 
• 58 
railway administrations. Since the focus of this study is on the workers rather than 
the senior staff, I shall confine myself to a few cursory observations. 
The Beiping-Suiyuan Railway, which connects to Inner Mongolia, in 1934 drew 
79% of its 9,238 manual grade employees from Hebei and Shandong provinces; most 
of the rest came from Chaha'er, Shanxi and Suiyuan provinces through which the 
line passed.^^ The largest sizeable group of "non-locals" were the 212 (2%) from 
Guangdong.^° The composition of the administration is quite different. Seven of the 
16 senior executive officers came from Zhejiang, three fi-om Jiangsu, three from 
Hebei, two from Hubei and one from Liaoning.^' The chief executive officer 
(juzhang) was from Zhejiang, as were the heads of the traffic, locomotive and 
engineering departments, and three of the four Ministry of Railways' supervisory 
officers, including the chief of police.^ Natives of Jiangsu headed the general affairs 
and accounts departments, and the third was an administration secretary. Zhejiang 
natives comprised only 48 persons among the manual grades, slightly more than half 
of 1%; manual grade workers fi-om Jiangsu numbered just 31. The most senior 
position held by a native of Hebei, from where three-quarters of the manual grades 
had come, was the deputy chief executive {fu juzhang)-, another was a ministry 
commissioner and deputy manager of traffic, and the third was an administration 
secretary. Zhejiang and Jiangsu natives had 10 of the 16 senior executive posts, but 
comprised less than 1% of the manual workforce. 
The directories list staff in order of rank and department, the position, name, native place, age, 
education, date of employment, salary scale, foreign language ability, and in later years even 
telephone numbers. The other sources for senior railway staff are the Jiaotongshi, the various 
commemorative volumes, and the special railway administration yearbooks. 
' ' See Table 3.5 for the details and sources. 
^ All but three worked in the locomotive department. Guoyou tielu laogong, 2, p. 53. 
Tiedao nianjian, 3, p. 1309, "ben lu zhongyao zhiyuan biao" (Table of key staff of the railway). 
" The head of the traffic department was Jin Shixuan whose writings on Chinese railways I have cited 
frequently. The ministry supervisory officers, called commissioners or directors (zhuanyuan), 
served as liaison officers between the ministry and the railway administration, and were the 
deputy managers (bangban) of traffic, accounts, and auditing. 
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In 1914, among the 83 senior staff at the railway works and on the Jiang'an 
section of the Beijing-Hankou Railway, 28% came from Hubei, 25% from Jiangsu 
and Zhejiang, 11% from Guangdong and 10% from Fu j i an" There were seven 
foreigners (8.4%).^ Natives of Jiangsu and Zhejiang were particularly conspicuous 
among the ranks of senior staff, such as station masters and their deputies, overseers, 
chief clerks and accountants, and section officers. In 1938, a sample of 218 senior 
officers in the main operating departments of the Beiping-Hankou Railway show that 
the most prominent places of origin were Hubei (23%) and Jiangsu (22%), followed 
by Hebei (17%), and equal proportions (7%) from Guangdong, Hunan and Fujian.^^ 
Jiangsu, Zhejiang and Anhui provinces accounted for about one-third of the senior 
staff; they were especially concentrated in the central administration, comprising 
46% of the general affairs department staff. Among the manual grades, the natives of 
these provinces in 1934 accounted for just 2.1%, compared with 51% from Hebei and 
23% from Hubei.^^ 
The role of family and social origin in recruitment 
How were railwaymen recruited? Who were the introducers and guarantors, the 
persons who opened the door for the would-be railwayman? Were family ties or non-
kin relations more important in winning a job? Were the new recruits experienced, 
perhaps craftsmen with apprenticeship training, or simply peasants unyoked from the 
plough? Much of the previous discussion of native-place origin has indicated in a 
general way that family and social relationships based on place of origin were crucial 
for recruitment, the type of occupation and ftiture progress. Here I want to turn to 
specific examples of these factors, though by no means definitive answers can be 
given to the above questions. 
In May 1939, the then Japanese-run administration of the Beiping-Liaoning 
Railway recruited 38 track workers {xianlugong) to fill vacancies arising from 
deaths, retirements, transfers, dismissals and shortages.^^ War had begun, but I 
" Wuhan, #6-40. Transcription of the staff directory of the Beijing-Hankou Railway for 1914. 
^ The general manager of the Changxindian Works was a Belgian national and the accountant 
French; the Jiang'an section head was French and the inspector of tickets Italian; and at 
Jiang'an, the acting manager of the repair works and its acting chief engineer were both French, 
while the manager of the materials plant was English. 
" Wuhan, #6-37. Transcription of the Ping-Han tieju zhiyuanlu (Staff directory of the Beiping-
Hankou Railway Administration), 1938. Senior staff for this purpose I have defined as those 
classified at department officer (keyuan) and above, excluding clerks (sishi). 
^ Guoyou tielu laogong, 2, p. 39. 
" SHA 215/1502, May 1939, "Shanhaiguan gongwu duan yuangong renmian" (Shanhaiguan 
engineering section employees appointments and dismissals). Some of the long-standing unfilled 
vacancies, and retirements, might be political protests: some railwaymen did leave their job after 
the Japanese forces occupied north China in late 1937. The reason for jobs becoming vacant 
were: unfilled vacancy, 20; retirement, 14; death fi-om industrial accident, one; dismissal, one; 
unknown, two (the comments column was blank). 
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suggest these circumstances do not compromise the representative character of the 
data for analysing the relationships involved in the hiring of the workers. The 
procedures followed appeared to be those that had long been in place — besides the 
summary administration tables listing the particulars of the recruits (name, age, 
native place, and so on), and where and for what reason they were required — for 
each new recruit the file contained an obedience oath (zhiyuanshu), a guarantor 
declaration (baozhengshu) signed by two guarantors, a medical certificate {shenti 
jiancha zheng) and a job assignment notice (zhurenqu). 
Table 3.4 Summary of employment applicant and guarantor relationship 
A. Occupation of Guarantor Total D. Origin of Guarantor G1 G2 
Track worker (xianlugong) 18 Hebei, Fengrun 9 7 
Track work foreman 3 Hebei, Luanxian 8 12 
Engineering section foreman or supervisor 3 Hebei, Nanpi 2 2 
Engineering section materials worker 2 Hebei, Tianjin 3 4 
Engineering section construction worker 4 Hebei, Linyu 1 3 
Engineering section construction foreman 2 Liaobei, Liaoyang 0 4 
Engineering Department general office 2 Liaoning, Suizhong 2 1 
Unspecified railway employee 14 Hebei, Lishu 2 0 
Unknown (but railway compound resident) 9 Hebei, Tangshan 2 0 
Unknown 19 Liaoning, Haicheng 2 0 
Total 76 Others 7 5 
Total 38 38 
B. Guarantor's relationship to appplicant 
Friend (railway employee) 28 
Friend (occupation unclear) 20 E. Guarantor-Applicant relation G1 G2 
Kin, immediate family 2 Same province, same county 17 14 
Kin, others (uncles, cousins) 10 Same province, different county 19 23 
Not stated 16 Different province 2 1 
Total 76 Total 38 38 
C. Applicant's native-place origin Notes: 1. Occupation of the guarantor. An 
Hebei, Fengrun 6 unspecified railway employee is a person 
Hebei, Luanxian 5 whose job is not stated but who resides at a 
Hebei, Nanpi 
Liaoning, Suizhong 
Hebei, Changli 
Hebei, Linyu 
Hebei, Tianjin 
Liaoning, Haicheng 
Others (only one each) 
Total 
3 
3 
2 
2 
2 
10 
38 
railway house, railway section, work camp, or 
other identified railway residence. 
2. Parts C and D displays separately the 
native place of the applicant and guarantors. 
3. The guarantor-applicant relation shows the 
native-place relationship between the 
applicant and the guarantors, G1 and G2. 
Source: SHA 215/1502 "Shanhaiguan gongwu duan yuangong renmian" (Shanhaiguan 
engineering section employees appointments and dismissals), May 1939. 
The guarantors were important for obtaining a job. They not only vouchsafed the 
character of the applicant, they were the introducer and probably the source of 
information about the job opening. Guarantors were essential to many transactions 
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involving railway workers, their families and the railway administration.^^ Data 
pertinent to the relationship between the 38 applicants for track gang positions and 
their 76 guarantors is summarised in Table 3.4. Some guarantors vouched for more 
than one applicant. The majority of the guarantors were railway employees or 
persons probably employed on the railways by virtue of being resident in a railway 
compound. A majority of guarantors indicated that their personal relationship to the 
applicant was that of a friend; 28 of these friends were clearly identified by job title 
as railwaymen. Kin relationship figured in 12 instances; in only two cases was a 
guarantor a father or elder brother. Most applicants were from counties along the 
railway. A prominent exception was the five applicants from Nanpi, a county about 
150 kilometres south of Tianjin on the Tianjin-Pukou line; one applicant had both 
guarantors from Nanpi, two had one from Nanpi and another two had neither from 
Nanpi. Seventeen first guarantors and 14 second guarantors were from the same 
county as the applicant; nearly all were from the same province. Where one of the 
guarantor's provincial origin differed from that of the applicant and the other 
guarantor, the link between the guarantors is clearly work and residence — both 
guarantors shared the same address. Two of the applicants were brothers who shared 
the same guarantors. 
Examples from various memoirs and factory histories add variety and diversity, 
and also an aspect of the recruitment process that official documents cannot record: 
the greasing of palms — the payments to foremen often necessary to obtain and 
retain a job. No history of the Chinese working class at this time can ignore the 
practice, widespread and common. In the 1910s the foremen (gongtou) at the 
Wusong Works were known as tu huangdi (local emperors) or tounao (brains). It was 
to the foremen and contractors (batou) — who were sometimes one and the same — 
that prospective apprentices and casual workers had to appeal.^^ In 1916 Li Guiyuan 
failed to obtain a job at Wusong on his first try because he had not given the 
contractor an introductory present (jian mian li). The next year he borrowed $12 to 
have a gold medallion struck to mark the birth of the contractor's son — he was 
employed. 
Inducements were not confined to laborers run by contractors, nor did payments 
cease once the job had been landed. Wusong apprentices had to give a present to the 
The requirement that applicants for employment have guarantors was common on the railways. The 
Changxindian February Seventh Museum has examples for the Beijing-Hankou line, in French 
and Chinese. They were also necessary for other purposes. Applicants for compensation needed 
the signature of railway-employed guarantors and a commercial guarantor or notary. 
Baofengyuzhong de huochetou: Qinshuyan jiche cheliang gongchang gongren douzhengshi, 1898-
1949 (Locomotives in tempest: the history of workers struggles at the Qinshuyan locomotive 
and rolling stock plant, 1898-1949), (Nanjuig, 1962), pp. 6, 7, 8. The distinction between 
gongtou and batou is not always clear; sometimes the text implies the batou controlled only 
casual labor, other times it is used interchangeably with gongtou, which is understandable when 
the foreman sub-contracted a job within the workshop and hired his own help, the so-called 
"internal contract" system of British-style engineering shops in the early 20th century. 
™ ibid., p. 8. 
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foreman before they would be taken on, and casual workers commonly paid a 
monthly fee to the foreman of $3 to $7 as well as presents at the time of major 
festivals to maintain favor/ ' A 19 -year-old, Zhang Xingquan entered the works in 
1924, introduced by his father. Paid a daily rate of $0.80, he handed over $4 a month 
to his foreman, Zhou Aren.^^ His elder brother Zhang Xingjia had become an 
apprentice in 1916. "If you wanted to become a worker or an apprentice you had first 
to entrust a relative to seek out a factory chief {gongchang toumu), give presents and 
money, and only then could you enter employment — otherwise there was no 
way."^^ Arrangements for Zhou Akeng to start work at Wusong in October 1920 
were made by his Ningbo fellow townsman.^'' Once employed in the wagon shop it 
was expected that at each of the traditional festivals — dragon boat, mid-autumn and 
New Year — the workers would give a present to the foreman Zhang Ziqing, set at 
$2 for a skilled worker {dagong) and $1 for an ordinary worker (xiaogong). Some 
foreman at Wusong were also banghui bosses (laotouzi), probably the Green Gang; 
the record is mostly silent on this aspect of work.^^ 
Chinese railwaymen are commonly asserted to be mainly peasants, impoverished 
ipochan) and driven from the land, or similarly destitute handicraft artisans.^^ The 
social origin, internal migration and recruitment of workers in the modem sector is 
far from well known. During the early construction phase most laborers were 
probably peasants. Once operations began, railway work was a supplementary 
occupation (fuye) for some peasants along the line^^, but it is commonly argued that 
the majority of skilled operational workforce was drawn from the new machine 
industry, those who had been trained in foreign enterprises (shipyards in particular), 
the arsenals built during the self-strengthening movement, and iron and machine 
" ibid., pp. 8,9. 
^^  Wusong 8(6) #447. "Laonian gongren zuotanhui" (Old workers talk session), manuscript notes of 
the meeting, December 1958. Archives of the Qinshuyan Locomotive and Rolling Stock Plant. 
^^  ibid. 
Wusong 13(2) #222. "Zhou Akeng koushi" (Transcription of interview with Zhou Akeng), 
December 1958. 
Baofengyuzhong de huochetou, pp. 9, 32. Common among the factory histories of the 1960s, gang 
life is blithely skipped. The Qinshuyan Works archives were reluctant to show me any material 
at all that touched on banghui, claiming that it had all been destroyed during the Cultural 
Revolution. However, most railwaymen were not deeply involved in secret societies, and they 
looked down on such organisations as criminal ruffian associations of their ignorant "coolie" 
brothers on the docks. I will come back to this in the discussion of labor organisation and strikes 
among railwaymen. Interviews: Zhou Jiaxue, Wuhan, 6 June 1992, and Yang Peng, Zhengzhou, 
3-4 June 1992. 
Mi Rucheng, Diguozhuyiyu Zhongguo tielu, 1847-1949 (Imperialism and Chinese Railways, 1847-
1949), (Beijing, 1980), p. 545. The peasants worked on the tracks or watched over rail property 
{kan iu), while the impoverished artisans (shougongyezhe) and handicraft workers {shougongye 
gongren) found work mostly as drivers or tradesmen. 
" Mi Rucheng, ibid, says the practice was done to appease the peasants over whose land the line 
passed, thus early railwaymen had "an intimate blood bond" with the peasantry. 
92 
Social origins and recruitment 
78 enterpnses. The early careers of several railway activists lend support to this 
argument: Yang Defu, a leader of the Jiang'an railwaymen, did an apprenticeship at 
the Hanyang Arsenaf^; Lin Xiangjian, another Jiang'an activist, an apprenticeship at 
• • 8 0 the Mawei Shipyards ; and Deng Pei, the Tangshan activists, an apprenticeship at a 
• 81 machine works in Tianjin. Although skilled workers were recruited from among the 
workers of the new industries, it is by no means the whole story. 
Some of the early railway builders recruited from north China villages, I have 
argued, became a mobile pool of semi-skilled railway labor. Still others, with no 
previous railway experience, were recruited into the permanent workforce. Among 
those in the May 1939 sample of recruits from the Beiping-Liaoning line, the 
photographs of many showed them to be strong, rustic peasant lads dressed in crude 
cotton garments typical of the north China countryside. Some, though, were urban 
youth, dressed in smart tunics. But it would be misleading to think such recruits from 
the peasantry were without skills. Many were fit only to labor. Others brought with 
them honed skills. The iron moulders from Jiaohe county at the Sifang Works are an 
example of a group who built careers in modem industry based on skills of a 
traditional rural trade. So too were the carpenters at the Jiang'an Works drawn from 
the counties of Huangpi and Xiaogan north of Hankou whose peasants had long 
82 
practised carpentry and cabinet making. Nor were the rural recruits necessarily 
completely untutored. Many seemed to have had a few winters of village school, and 
this was especially so of the artisans and their helpers, many of whom figured 83 
strongly in the leadership of the railway labor movement. Despite their new 
vocation, divorced from the land as railway work was, links were retained with the 
' ' Chang Jui-te [Zhang Ruide], Zhongguo jindai tielu shiye guanli de yanjiu: Zhengzhi cengmian de 
fenxi, 1876-1939 (Railroads in Modem China: Political Aspects of Railroad Administration, 
1876-1937), (Taibei, 1991), pp. 183-87 passim for a summary discussion. 
Yang Defu who had seven years of village schooling in his home Yichang, began an apprenticeship 
at the Hanyang Arsenal in 1896. In 1903 he was sent to Japan for advance technical training 
where he joined Sun Yatsen's Tongmenghui and later participated in the Wuchang Uprising. In 
1913 he became a master moulder at the Jiang'an Works and, as the leader of the Hubei bang, 
was one of the principal organisers of the union fostered by the CCP. Following the crushing of 
the 1923 Jing-Han strike, he fled to Shanghai where he later cooperated with the refugees of the 
anarchist Hunan Labor Union to form the Shanghai Federation of Labor which opposed the CCP 
in the mid-1920s. See, Wuhan #7-12, Yang Defii, "Wo dui xinghai geming ji er-qi can'an de 
huiyi" (My memoirs of the 1911 revolution and the February 7th massacre), 1956. Manuscript, 
Records Room, Museum of the February Seventh Strike, Jiang'an; "Yang Defii", Wuhan tielu 
fenju gonghui, ed, Wuhan tielu gongyun renwu (Personalties of the Wuhan workers movement), 
(Wuhan, 1987), pp. 86-90; Bao Huiseng huiyilu, pp. 87-89. 
Ceng Yun, "Lin Xiangjian", Zhongguo gongren yundong. Vol. 1, pp. 101-48. 
Jiang Yanyu, Xiao Shen, Jiang Huaxuan, "Deng Pei", Zhongguo gongren yundong. Vol. 3, pp. 55-
103. 
^^  Interview with Zhou Jiaxue (Wuhan, June 1992). 
" Such as the earlier mentioned examples of Deng Pei, Yang Defu, Lin Xiangjian, Kang Jingxing, 
Zhou Tianyuan. The BLR personnel files often note that workers had had village schooling. For 
example, SHA 215/1727, ticket printer Chen Qinglin, five years; SHA 215/1727, artisan Zhao 
Ruifeng, three years; SHA 215/1730, signalman Liu Guangxun, five years. 
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village and the farm. Death in the family called for the deceased member to be 
returned to the home village for burial .Marriages were another reason to return 
85 
home. While the man worked for the railway, the wife and children remained in the 
home village tilling the family land.^^ And in times of strife that was so common an 
occurrence during the period, railwaymen sometimes left the job for the refuge of the 
village.^^ 
Conclusion 
Chinese railwaymen in the 1930s mostly came from North China. This in part 
reflected the uneven distribution of railways. The largest railway employers were in 
the north and most lines recruited the majority of their workforce locally. However, 
the economy and ecology of North China also contributed to the ethnic composition. 
Famine, poverty and overcrowding on the North China plains drove peasants and 
townsmen to seek a livelihood in Manchuria and further afield. Many were recruited 
to industry, building railways in China and Russia, mining gold in The Rand, and 
working behind the lines for the British and French forces during the First World 
War. Although many returned to farming after their sojourn, others became part of a 
pool of semiskilled and skilled railway workers in China during the early 20th 
century. Imperialism played a part too. The structuring of skill along ethnic lines in 
some of the major workshops was a legacy of the early foreign railway engineers 
who recruited skilled workers from regions in which their home country exercised a 
'sphere of influence'. Imperialism and the international economy had combined with 
domestic factors to imprint a specific ethnicity structure upon the workforce. The 
culture of native place, the links of the village and town, so strongly felt in Chinese 
communities thereupon served to replicate the quasi-ethnicity structures within the 
Chinese railway workplace: sons followed fathers, relatives and friends assisted 
SHA 538/2514/069-74, February 1926. Works supervisor Zhao Shexin at the Shagou station on the 
Tianjin-Pukou line requested leave, five second class concession tickets for the family and a 
coffin pass (song jiu huzhao) to return his deceased son to the ancestral home at Chengyang 
(they were required to transfer to the Qingdao-Jinan line at Jinan for Chengyang). 
SHA 538/2514/031, March 1924. A Tianjin-Pukou Railway supervisor (jiangong) Liu Tao 
requested three weeks leave and a return concession pass to travel from Hanzhuang to Cangzhou 
to handle the marriage of his younger sister. 
^^  SHA 215/1726. Compensation application by the 23-year-old son who farmed (wu nortg) of the 
permanent hand Li Sheng, 5 June 1938. Li had worked 35 years for the railways. SHA 
215/1727. Compensation application by the wife of the car-repair tradesman Du Deyu, 10 April 
1939. Occupation of the wife is listed as farmer — Du had worked 14 years. SHA 215/2079. 
Compensation application by the wife of the foreman Guo Ren, 4 March 1934. Occupation of 
the wife is listed as farmer — Guo had worked 17 years on the railways. 
With the GMD crackdown in mid-1927 on the CCP, the union activist Zhou Tianyuan returned 
home to the farm and taught in the local school for two years before resuming work at Jiang'an 
as an underground CCP organiser in the GMD-controlled "yellow" union. See "Jiang'an tielu 
gongren yundong zhong de Zhou Tianyuan" (Zhou Tianyuan and the Jiang'an railway workers 
movement), Wuhan tielu gongyun renwu, p. 56. 
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fellow village folk. And intersecting these patterns were others of age-old traditions 
that gave persons from certain places skills that they could trade on, that could be 
adapted and used on the railways; while new knowledge from the early efforts at 
industrialisation created another group of workers committed to a life off the land, 
though the rustic roots of the first generations of railwaymen were never far from 
sight. 
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Appendix 
Table A3.1 Place of origin of the manual grades on the China state railways, 1934 
NSHR —TPR- BHR BLR BSR LHR QJR 
Hebei 536 6% 5,835 40% 7,818 51% 9,486 87% 6,846 74% 1,071 15% 455 7% 
Shandong 732 8% 4,693 33% 257 2% 579 5% 441 5% 373 5% 5,936 91% 
Henan 88 1% 160 1% 3,055 20% 19 48 1% 3,659 52% 18 
Jiangsu 5,102 55% 1,993 14% 173 1% 31 31 1,124 16% 43 1% 
Zhejiang 2,238 24% 183 1% 24 39 51 1% 38 1% 7 
Anwei 322 3% 1,401 10% 129 1% 9 18 81 1% 24 
Hubei 105 1% 53 3,536 23% 2 2 498 7% 11 
Hunan 32 40 121 1% 1 3 48 1% 7 
Guangdong 47 1% 31 25 512 5% 212 2% 5 5 
Jiangxi 10 15 26 1 8 2 
Chahaer 794 9% 1 
Shanxl 1 4 21 7 443 5% 7 2 
Fujian 12 8 275 2% 2 2 49 1% 6 
Suiyuan 331 4% 1 
Liaoning 1 9 1 165 2% 11 18 
Others 3 3 10 3 4 9 1 
TOTAL 9,229 14,428 15,471 10,855 9,238 6,971 6,536 
ZTR DQR NJR GJR GHR(N) GHR(S) Total workers 
Hebei 1,946 87% 192 14% 136 12% 330 8% 1 34,652 40.8% 
Shandong 36 2% 57 4% 40 3% 5 83 2% 13,232 15.6% 
Henan 22 1% 1,076 79% 127 11% 521 13% 8,793 10.4% 
Jiangsu 3 8 1% 30 3% 132 3% 8,670 10.2% 
Zhejiang 1 1 9 2,591 3.1% 
Anwei 2 8 1% 57 5% 148 4% 2,199 2.6% 
Hubei 45 4% 804 20% 5,056 6.0% 
Hunan 23 2% 1 1,846 45% 1 2,123 2.5% 
Guangdong 11 1% 1118 97% 119 3% 2220 99% 4,305 5.1% 
Jiangxi 687 60% 63 2% 812 1.0% 
Chahaer 795 0.9% 
Shanxl 229 10% 2 716 0.8% 
Fujian 5 1 2 2 364 0.4% 
Suiyuan 332 0.4% 
Liaoning 1 2 208 0.2% 
Others 3 2 22 2% 7 8 75 0.1% 
TOTAL 2,244 1,355 1,149 1147 4,068 2232 84,923 100% 
Source: Ministry of Railways, Guoyou tielu gongren. 2, p. 8. The 1934 fiscal year (end 30 June 1935). 
Notes: 
1. Others comprised Guangxi (30 wori^ers), Sichuan (17), Rehe (10), Shaanxi (10), Yunnan (4), Jilin (3) and Gansu 
(1). The manual grades {gongyi) excludes all salaried staff. In 1934-35, the state railways manual and staff employees 
totalled more than 120,000. Percentages for individiual railways are rounded to the nearest whole number. Those that 
round to less than 1% are not shown. 
2. The abbreviations are: NSHR, Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou railways; TPR, Tianjin-Pukou Railway; BHR, Beijing-
Hankou Railway; BLR, Beijing-Liaoning Railway; BSR, Beijing-Suiyuan Railway; LHR, Longhai Railway; QJR, Qingdao-
Jinan Railway; ZTR, Zhengtai Railway; DQR, Daokou-Qinghua Railway; NJR, Nanchang-Jiujiang Railway; GJR, 
Guangdong-Jiulong (Kowloon) Railway; GHR(N), Guangzhou-Hankou (North section) Railway; GHR(S), Guangzhou-
Hankou (South section) Railway. 
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Table A3.2 Analysis of the native place origin of workers at the Sifang Railway Works, Qingdao, 1934-35 
Office Loco Boiler Tum'g ^ng'g Tool- F'dry Forge Passenger and freight car fabrication workshops Frame Bogie Press Power Reno Employment 
section shop shop shop shop shop shop shop carnages wagons painting sewing carpentry shop shop shop shop shop total % share 
Shandong 1791 96.4% 
Qingdao 31 55 45 36 25 1 15 21 11 2 22 8 1 28 22 36 31 17 407 21.9% 
Jiaoxian 20 28 21 32 17 6 24 14 82 33 22 5 10 15 19 6 10 8 372 20.0% 
Jimo 48 26 31 51 25 13 21 10 21 8 9 2 14 19 24 16 22 11 371 20.0% 
PIngdu 9 15 11 9 9 2 17 9 20 5 3 2 4 4 5 5 4 133 7.2% 
Weixian 9 15 6 3 1 3 8 21 3 2 1 3 19 4 3 1 102 5.5% 
Gaomi 8 12 5 4 4 16 6 7 5 4 1 6 1 10 4 93 5.0% 
Zhangqiu 8 5 9 2 1 3 2 10 1 1 10 6 3 1 1 63 3.4% 
Zhucheng 1 7 6 2 3 3 1 1 1 3 1 3 1 2 35 1.9% 
Laiyang 4 1 2 2 1 6 3 2 1 1 1 3 2 29 1.6% 
Yidou 8 1 4 4 1 1 1 2 1 1 2 26 1.4% 
Rizhao 2 1 6 2 1 3 3 18 1.0% 
Anqiu 1 5 3 1 1 1 1 13 0.7% 
Dexian 2 3 1 3 1 3 13 0.7% 
Juxian 2 2 1 1 4 1 1 1 13 0.7% 
Jinan 2 2 1 1 1 1 2 1 11 0.6% 
Rongcheng 5 3 1 1 1 11 0.6% 
Changyi 3 1 2 1 1 1 9 0.5% 
Yexian 2 3 1 1 1 8 0.4% 
Changle 1 1 1 1 1 5 0.3% 
Linqu 1 1 1 1 1 5 0.3% 
Guangrao 1 1 1 1 1 5 0.3% 
Tal'an 1 1 2 4 0.2% 
Linyi 1 1 2 4 0.2% 
Others (<4) 12 4 1 3 1 2 3 4 2 3 1 1 1 3 41 2.2% 
Hebel 50 2.7% 
Beiping 1 2 1 4 0.2% 
Tianjin 1 4 1 1 2 2 1 1 1 1 15 0.8% 
Jiaohe 12 1 13 0.7% 
Wuqiao 1 1 1 3 0.2% 
Dongguang 1 1 1 3 0.2% 
Others (<3) 1 1 3 3 1 1 2 12 0.6% 
Anwei 2 1 3 0.2% 
Jiangsu 1 1 1 1 4 0.2% 
Llaoning 2 1 3 0.2% 
Unknown 1 2 1 1 1 6 0.3% 
TOTAL 182 185 156 156 101 31 148 113 161 58 62 20 38 95 110 87 95 59 1857 100% 
Source: SHA 687/30, Sifang Works employee register (1934-35) 
Chapter 4: Work, discipline and career 
Business historian Alfred Chandler's view that the railway was the pioneer form of 
the modem business enterprise is well known. The North American railway in the 
late 19th century was the archetype for the large modem corporation. New stmctures 
of management divorced from ownership were introduced as were new regimes of 
control over managers and those they managed. Steam power was the leading 
technology of the period, but technology alone did not drive the new stmctures of 
business organisation. "Technology made possible fast, all-weather transport; but 
safe, regular, reliable movement of goods and passengers, as well as continuing 
maintenance and repair [of that technology] ... required the creation of a sizeable 
administrative organization."' This included managerial hierarchies, from 
supervisory foremen to general managers; numerous statistical, accoimting and 
administrative procedures; and a large workforce trained and disciplined to carry on 
operations. By the 1890s, the United States railways were "the largest business 
enterprises ... in the world."^ The organisational practices of the large US railway 
companies came to influence the development of the rail systems in many countries, 
especially in large countries, including the state-owned railway system of China. 
The Chinese National Railways became the largest single industrial employer in 
China in the 1930s, though some of the smaller lines under the Ministry of Railways 
had fewer employees than the very large textile mills and tobacco plants of Shanghai, 
or modem coal mines. However, even the smaller lines were distinguished from 
these other large enterprises not by their size but by the regime of administrative 
control. They were subject to the laws and regulations of the supervisory ministry. 
The ministry had enforced a system of unified accounting as early as 1915 
(introduced on the advice of the American economist and statistician Henry C. 
Adams^). Other ministry laws, regulations and procedure mles govemed every aspect 
of railway operation from the organisation of operational departments, the form of 
correspondence to be used, business and finance controls, to the detail regulations for 
employee service."^ 
' Alfred D. Chandler, The Visible Hand: The Managerial Revolution in American Business, (Harvard, 
1977), p. 87. 
^ ibid., p. 204-05. For example, in 1891 the Pennsylvania Railroad employed 110,000 persons, three 
times the total US armed forces, and its expenditure was one-quarter of the US Federal budget. 
^ "Adams, Henry Carter." Dictionary of American Biography, (New York, 1928), Vol. 1, pp. 67-69. 
" "The administrative system of the Ministry of Communications" (jiaotongbu guanzhi), 1912; 
"General regulations for the administrative structure of state railways", 1916; "Organisational 
charter of the Zhuzhou-Pingxiang Railway Administration" (Zhu-Ping tielu guanliju bianzhi 
zhuanzhang), 1917; "The civil railway law" (minye tielu fa), 1915; "Provisional regulations 
governing special railways" (zhuanyong tielu zanxing guize), 1915, in Ministry of 
Communications, Jiaotongbu fagui huibian (Compilation of laws and regulations of the Ministry 
Work, discipline and career 
In this chapter I will look at the organisation of work on the railways which 
shaped the experience of Chinese railwaymen. The first section briefly examines the 
regime of work, the organisation of the labor process. The next section discusses 
railway discipline, the structures of control which regulated the way work was 
performed. This regime of control was a feature of railway employment around the 
world. Infringements of discipline damaged a worker's prospects of advancement, 
and the nature of career promotion is the topic of the third section. Faithful service in 
time rewarded a worker with incremental promotion. 
Regimes of work 
China's railways were organised along a departmental system.^ Among the state-run 
lines there were five main departments: the general affairs department; the traffic 
department; the locomotive and works, or mechanical department; the engineering or 
maintenance of the permanent way department; and the accounts department. This 
administrative system was legally defined as was the relationship between the 
ministry and state-run or private lines. Larger lines varied slightly, including special 
sections under one of the primary departments, such as a manager's department or 
telegraph department within the general affairs department. The ministry, each 
railway administration, and even individual workshops, issued rules and regulations 
governing employee service, recruitment, wages, working hours, conditions and 
discipline penalties.^ 
Within each department there was a hierarchy of grades. The biggest distinction 
was between staff grades and the manual grades, not only in pay levels, hours and 
working conditions, but also in the access to various perquisites and benefits, such as 
railway housing, and better pension and compensation entitlements. Senior officers 
were also expected to abide by the disciplinary regulations affecting all government 
civil servants. From 1930 they had to swear an oath not only to remain fi-ee of corrupt 
and fraudulent practices, but to obey all directives of the Guomindang.^ In the 1930s 
of Communications), (Beijing, 1920): 1-3, 175-78, 201-02, 373-87, 389-91; "The Railway Law" 
(tiedao fa), 1932, Ministry of Railways, Tiedao fagui huibian (Compilation of railway laws and 
regulations), (Nanjing, 1933),/a//>jg (decrees) pp. 23-25. 
' Earlier chapters discussed the administration, including the supervisory ministry's relationship with 
individual railways and the departmental structure. Neither need detail reiteration. 
^ The most complete collection of the rules and regulations are the Jiaotongbu fagui and Tiedao fagui 
compilations cited above. For selected regulations, Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo gongren jieji lishi 
zhuangkuang, 1840-1949 (The historical condition of the Chinese working class, 1840-1949), 
Vol. 1, (Beijing, 1985), and Yang Wenfu, Zhongguo tielu gongyunshi ziliao xuanbian (Selected 
materials on the history of the Chinese railway workers movement), (Zhengzhou, 1990). 
' "Sworn oath ordinance" (xuanshi tiaoli); "Law governing the discipline of public officials" 
(gongwuyuan chengjie fa); "Regulations governing the punishment of Ministry of Railways 
officers who divulge secrets" (Tiedaobu zhiyuan xielou chengjie guize), Tiedao fagui, renshi 
(personnel), pp. 13-15, 45-50, 68-70. 
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the senior staff officers or supervisory ranks were classified into 16 bands from the 
chief of the administration in the top band to train conductors in the lowest band. 
Most bands were subdivided into three levels according to the class of line —the 
state railway administrations were ranked first-, second- or third-class lines based on 
a combination of their route length, traffic volume and total workforce — which 
produced a salary scale of 40 points. For example, a department head of first-class 
line was on a scale 5-13 ($285 to $475 a month) while his counterpart on a third-
class line were on scale 12-20 ($200-300). On a first-class line, such as the Beiping-
Hankou Railway, the station masters were graded into three classes based on the size 
of the station. A third-class station master on such a line was paid on range (28-38) 
only two salary scale points above the range for a conductor (30-40) on the same 
line, and most were probably paid less than conductors on passenger express trains. 
Manual grade employees were classified into a similar hierarchy of grades. The 
Puzhen Works had 10 bands and a wage scale of 28 points. This covered some 63 
different job classifications, from No. 1 engine fitters at the top on the point scale, 13 
to 28 ($1 to $2.85 a day), to the apprentices at the bottom, on points 1 to 6 (20-55 
cents).^ However, job designations for the manual grades varied from line to line, 
which indicate the sometimes quite different organisation of work or different degree 
of division of labor arising from the size of the operation. The locomotive branch of 
the Tianjin-Pukou Railway, of which the Puzhen Works was a part, had 71 job 
designations, for example, while the Beiping-Hankou Railway had 120 positions, and 
the Beiping-Liaoning Railway had 126 p o s i t i o n s . T h e latter two lines ran the 
largest railway workshops of the Chinese National Railways. 
Up to the late 1920s the Chinese railway workshops seemed to have organised 
work using a mixture of directly recruited labor and the "internal" contract system 
similar to that practised in British engineering shops before World War One." Some 
employees were recruited by management, but the rest of the workforce would be 
recruited by supervisors, foremen and craftsmen.'^ Sometimes these workers were 
paid directly by the workshop, other times they were paid via the tradesman who had 
the contract or supervised a shop. Under the internal contract when a job came up. 
^ Ministry of Railways, Tiedao nianjian (Railway Yearbook), 1 (1932), p. 146. See Table 5.1 for a 
reproduction of the salary scale for staff officer and the discussion of remuneration. The 1918 
staff salary scale had 49 points, from $20 to $800 a month. Jiaotongbu fagui, pp. 292-96. 
' See Chapter 5, Table 5.2, for the wage scale for Puzhen workers and its graded wage system. 
Ministry of Railways, Guoyou tielu laogong tongji, di-yi-zhong (State railways labor statistics, first 
series), (Nanjing, 1934), pp. 30-32, 41-45, 56-61. 
" Jeffrey Haydu, Between Craft and Class: Skilled Work and Factory Politics in the United States 
and Britain, (Berkeley, 1988), Charles More, Skill and the English Working Class, 1870-1914, 
(London, 1980), Craig R. Littler, "Understanding Taylorism", British Journal of Sociology, Vol. 
XXIX No. 2 (June 1978), pp. 187-202; Craig R. Littler, The Development of the Labour Process 
in Capitalist Societies: A Comparative Study of the Transformation of Work Organization in 
Britain, Japan and the USA (London, 1982). 
This system made accurate workforce enumeration difficult. See discussion in chapter two. 
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such as the repainting of carriages or the casting of new fixtures, the foreman or 
master tradesman in a workshop would tender for the job. At the Wusong and 
Tangshan works the successful tendering tradesman would recruit, supervise and pay 
the other workers employed on the job. Workers sometimes expressed dissatisfaction 
with the system, as happened at the Wusong Works when workers went on strike 
against the contract system in 1928 and 1930.'^ 
The inefficiency of the internal contract system in Chinese workshops by the late 
1920s was the impetus for the administration, informed by Taylorist ideas of 
scientific management, to implement direct control over the skilled processes which 
had previously been left to craftsmen.''^ The Nanjing Government's appointment of 
the first Chinese manager at Wusong, Chen Fuhai, saw an extensive reorganisation. 
Chen implemented a new managerial system which improved supervision, raised the 
intensity of labor and increased efficiency. His system included weekly meetings of a 
factory committee comprising heads of new departments and sections, meeting 
rooms for supervisors and technical staff, a piece-rate or work-quota system, and a 
variety of measures to retain the loyalty of employees, such as standard promotion 
procedures, the year-end bonus based on merit, and rewards for a full year's service 
without any leave requests. The effect of the reforms was a vast improvement in 
output, particularly for the major overhaul of locomotives and rolling stock.'^ 
The working day for the manual grades differed between departments, but was 
similar across the national system. In the 1910s and 1920s a nine- to 10-hour day was 
the norm, with various surveys reporting that most grades commonly worked 10 
h o u r s . T e n hours was the working day stated in regulations of the period. The 
regulations of the Beiping-Hankou Railway electrical plant for the late 1910s 
stipulated a 10-hour working day, while any variation due to weather was to be 
proclaimed by the posting of a notice.'^ Draft uniform railway regulations issued in 
" Baofengyuzhong de huochetou: Qinshuyan jiche cheliang gongchang gongren douzhengshi, 1898-
1949 (Locomotives in tempest: the history of the workers' struggles at the Qinshuyan 
locomotive and rolling stock plant, 1898-1949), (Nanjing, 1962), pp. 10, 29-33. For disputes, 
ibid., pp. 30, 32; "Tangshan laodong zhuang-kuang, er" (Tangshan labor conditions, 2), Xin 
Qingnian (New Youth), Vol. 7 No. 6 (May 1920). 
Talyorism or scientific management sought to increase the output of workers. A prime target of F. 
W. Taylor was the destruction of the links between the foremen or the subcontracting tradesmen 
and their subordinate workers in the internal contract system as a means to increase managerial 
control over the labor process, especially skilled work. Littler, "Understanding Taylorism", p. 
197. 
Baofengyuzhong de huochetou, pp. 35-38. 
See those reproduced in Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo gongren, pp. 263-66. 
"Rules and regulations for the management of the Beiping-Hankou Railway electrical plant" (Jing-
Han tielu dianwu gongchang guanli zhangcheng), clause 9, in Yang Wenfu, Zhongguo tielu 
gongyunshi ziliao, p 64. 
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1925 stated that the average working day was to be 10 hours, though the period could 
be lengthened or shortened if required by scheduling or operational factors.'^ 
A survey of working hours by the railway education committee in 1925 found 
half the Beiping-Hankou Railway grades worked 10 hours a day, 20% worked 12 
hours, and 12%, the trains crews drawn from the traffic and locomotive departments, 
worked non-fixed hours .Work ing hours were regular at the railway plants. The day 
began at the Changxindian workshops on the sounding of the locomotive work's 
whistle. Workers in the electrical plant then had five minutes to enter the gate and 
collect their employee-numbered token {haopai), or be fined for lateness. Knock-off 
time was marked by another whistle.^'' At the Tangshan Works in 1920s the shortest 
hours were worked by the supervisory tradesmen {jiangmu), just seven hours, from 
8.30 am to noon and 1.30 pm to 5 pm. Ordinary tradesmen, laborers and apprentices 
worked 10 hours a day, 7.45-11.45 am and 1.00-6.00 pm, reduced by one hour in 
winter. Office staff worked nine hours a day, while the works chief and other 
supervisory staff put in seven hours.^' 
Rest days, annual leave provisions and the length of the working year varied 
slightly between the lines. By the late 1920s most railway workers worked a six-day 
week.^^ However, earlier they often worked a 'big week' (dalibai) or fortnight which 
only allowed two days off a month.^^ Paid holidays were allowed for New Year, 
spring and autumn festivals, and National Day too.^ '^  At Tangshan they knocked-off 
for the week early Saturday afternoon, though during busy periods they might work 
into the night and even on Sundays.^^ 
Available data on the actual working year is confusing, though it seems workers 
employed in the railway works around 1920 put in between 300 and 330 days a 
year.^^ At 300 days a year working a six-day week, the working year comes in at 50 
weeks. This fits with reports that railway workers received two weeks annual leave 
"Draft general regulations for the manual grades of the state-owned railways" (Guoyou tielu 
zhigong tongze cao'an), 1925, clause 11, in Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo gongren, p. 718. 
'' "Tielu zhigong jiaoyu weiyuanhui baogao" (Railway education committee report), in ibid., p. 265. 
"Rules ... Beijing-Hankou Railway electrical plant", clauses 6 and 10, in Yang Wenfii, Zhongguo 
tielu gongyunshi ziliao, p. 63. 
"Tangshan laodong zhuangkuang, yi" (Tangshan labor conditions, 1), "Tangshan laodong zhuang-
kuang, er" (Tangshan labor conditions, 2), Xin Qingnian (New Youth), Vol. 7 No. 6 (May 
1920). 
^^ Shang Baa, Shanghai, 17 January 1927, cited in Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo gongren, pp. 274-75. 
^^  "Each month a minimum of two days must be provided, and an alternate day allowed if work 
cannot be interrupted or left unfmished", stated the "Draft general regulations", 1925, Clause 12, 
in Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo gongren, p. 718. "All workers every dalibai will rest one day", 
Clause 12, "Rules ... Beijing-Hankou Railway electrical plant", in Yang Wenfti, Zhongguo tielu 
gongyunshi ziliao, p. 63. 
ibid.; also, "Draft general regulations", 1925, Clause 13, Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo gongren, p. 718. 
"Tangshan laodong zhuangkuang, yi". 
^^ Nongshang tongji. No. 9 [1920], cited in Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo gongren, p. 280. 
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with p a y " However, the longer working year points to a 'work week' that in the 
early 1920s was probably a dalibai. It would seem that the standard working week 
was frequently changed. Most regulations specifically allowed variation due to 
scheduling or operational factors. The seasons affected certain types of railway 
work. Engineering department workers were busier in summer with the maintenance 
of the permanent way or new line building, while in winter traffic staff had a busy 
time with ice on the track and coal supply.^^ 
Wages, working hours and other conditions were substantially improved by the 
Nanjing Government in the "Railway employees service ordinance" of March 1930, 
or at least appeared so on paper.^'' The working day was reduced to eight hours for 
workshop tradesmen and laborers. Traffic and shift workers were not to exceed 12 
hours a day, except that intermittently the shift could be extended up to 16 hours. 
Unlike in the past where overtime was rarely paid and only at the normal rate, 
workshop employees were to be paid at double time for each hour over eight, while 
traffic and shift workers were to be paid an extra half a shift for overtime up to three 
hours and a ftill shift for more than three hours.^' 
The 1930 ordinance also reaffirmed and extended to all railways the previous 
restrictions on youths in some railway regulations. These rules banned employment 
of youths younger than 14 years or their acceptance into apprenticeship, and 
prohibited youth workers (yougong) 14-18 years doing heavy or dangerous tasks. 
Armual bonus payments were to be made each year based on the size of the profit 
earned by the railway according to a formula to be set by each railway 
administration. A good service bonus (choulaojin) was introduced for workers who 
completed three years of service without discipline infringements. New provisions 
were contained in the service ordinance for regulating the pay of apprentices, the 
stipend of traffic trainees, sick and other leave, pensions and compensation 
entitlements, and disciplinary procedures.^^ These are discussed below or in 
subsequent chapters. 
28 
29 
30 
" Shang Bao, Shanghai, 17 January 1927, cited in ibid., pp. 274-75. 
"Draft general regulations", 1925, Clause 14, allowed rest days and paid holidays of clauses 12 and 
13 to be reduced or suspended "for exceptional or operational conditions", in ibid., p. 718. 
Renmin ribao, 15 April 1953, cited in Chao Yung Seen, Railways in Communist China, (Kowloon, 
1955), p. 49. The situation was no doubt the same during the Republican period. 
The personnel records and other accounts give the impression the wages and conditions clauses 
were implemented, but it is not possible to say whether the ordinance was observed rigorously. 
Although the ordinance formally provided for better conditions, its regulations imposed less than 
liberal rules about the rights of association, industrial action, and collective bargaining which 
restricted the legal fi-eedoms of workers. The nature of the discipline and control procedures of 
the ordinance are discussed in the next section. 
Tiedao fagui, renshi (personnel), pp. 93-100, "Railway employees service ordinance" (tielu yuan-
gong ftiwu tiaoli), clause 9 (wages), clause 10 (overtime). 
^^  ibid., clause 13-15 (age limits, youth workers, and apprentices), clauses 21-23 (apprentice pay, 
trainee stipends, annual and good service bonus payments). 
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Discipline rules 
Central to the work experience and to the prospect for career or salary advancement 
was the discipline system. Working on the railway meant 'working to rule'. Railway 
regulations in China structured the working day through discipline procedures which 
provided penalties for the neglect of duties, carelessness, and disobedience, as well as 
sanctions for theft, smuggling and opium addiction. Several historians have described 
the purpose and methods of discipline on railways in Britain and the United States, 
and the types of rules and regulations that were in effect.^^ These sought to secure the 
company's property and protect it from litigation, to ensure the safety and comfort of 
passengers and cargo, to create an obedient and compliant workforce, and to regulate 
the off-duty activities of workers (such as drinking and gambling) which might affect 
the operation or image of the railway. These were also the aims of discipline rules on 
the Chinese railways, though their type and specific use differed a little from the 
American and British models — a penal system of control.^ "* 
Between the 1910s and the 1930s the disciplinary system evolved from a set of 
general prohibitions with simple and crude penalties to a clearly codified system 
applicable to all state railways. The disciplinary offences in the 1912 Beiping-
Hankou Railway regulations were loosely worded and stipulated eight types of 
infringements: 1, violating railway administration rules and regulations, and general 
directives; 2, acting in unison to refuse discipline; 3, affecting adversely railway 
affairs; 4, shirking responsibilities during a state of turmoil; 5, neglecting one's post 
or acting to tarnish the reputation of the railway; 6, performing official duties 
improperly and without integrity; 7, showing insolence towards railway passengers; 
8, causing a dangerous accident. For the first four offences the penalty was simple — 
instant dismissal. If the infringement was particularly serious, the worker's name was 
to be circulated among railway administrations to prevent his re-hire elsewhere. For 
infringements five and six, the daily wage was to be cut by an amount from 10% to a 
maximum of 40%; for offences seven and eight, a fine was imposed, determined by 
the severity of the incident, either of a number of days wages or up to 50% of the 
monthly wage.^^ 
" James H. Ducker, Men of the Steel Rails: Workers on the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Railroad, 
1869-1900, (Lincoln, 1983), chapter two; Peter Kingsford, Victorian Railwaymen: The 
Emergence and Growth of Railway Labour, 1830-1870 (London, 1970), chapter two; Walter 
Licht, Working for the Railroad: The Organization of Work in the Nineteenth Century 
(Princeton, 1983), chapter three. 
As Michel Foucault noted: "At the heart of all disciplinary systems functions a small penal 
mechanism. ... The workshop, the school, the army were subject to a whole micropenality of 
time (lateness, absences, interruptions of tasks), of activity (inattention, negligence, lack of zeal), 
of behaviour (impoliteness, disobedience), of speech (idle chatter, insolence), of the body 
('incorrect' attitudes, irregular gestures, lack of cleanliness), of sexuality (impurity, indecency)." 
Paul Rabinow, ed, The Foucault Reader, (New York, 1984), pp. 193-94. 
" "Beiping-Hankou line reorganisation of railway service regulations — on eight types of 
punishments" (Jing-Han lu zhengli luwu tiaochen — guanyu chengfa de ba zhong chabie), in 
Yang Wenfii, Zhongguo tielu gongyunshi ziliao, p. 59. 
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By the mid-1920s the discipline rules had become more detailed and more 
routine in their application. Fines in cash or deduction of wages for a fixed number of 
days were probably the most common penalty on Chinese railways at this time, as it 
was also on British railways. American railways made little use of fmes.^^ On 
American railways the initially crude system of dismissal and suspension with a 
system of demerit points.^^ The Chinese railways adopted the demerit system in 1930 
(see below), but still retained elements of the older system of penalties. The types of 
regulations used in China during the 1920s is well illustrated by those newly adopted 
in November 1923 on the Beiping-Hankou Railway.^^ 
Applied to tradesmen, laborers and their supervisors, the Beiping-Hankou used 
four types of disciplinary action: fines (faxin), wage cuts (jianxin), demotion 
(jiangdiao) and dismissal (kaige). Minor offences incurred fines, the most serious 
dismissal, as shown in Table 4.1. The magnitude of the penalty for fines, wage cuts 
and demotions was based on the severity of the incident. 
Fines ranged from 20 cents to $5, and were for offences such as ignoring an 
instruction, slacking off, smoking, or cursing. Wage cuts, imposed for not observing 
rules and casual carelessness, were one or two salary grade points for a duration of 
between one and six months. Demotion was imposed for actions that were fairly 
serious and could expose the railway to losses, such as a tradesman doing poor work 
or engaging in private work, or a driver ignoring a traffic signal which caused a 
minor accident. The rules provided for a demoted employee to be reinstated to his 
former posifion after six months if he had not incurred a ftirther infringement. 
Workers punished by fines, wage cuts or demotion lost their eligibility for the annual 
bonus or salary increments during the three months immediately after punishment. 
Dismissals were for an altogether different order of offence. These were serious 
infringements of rules or dangerous actions which resulted in disruption of railway 
operations, disturbance of public order, injury and loss of life, and severe damage or 
property losses for the railway. The 1923 Beijing-Hankou regulations had a separate 
clause for the discipline of supervisors — master tradesmen (jiangshou), foremen 
(gongtou), head coolies (futou), gang masters (pengtou). If they were the principal 
instigating offender, they were dismissed; if they acted in common with other 
workers the penalty was the same as that applied to the collaborating workers; if they 
had turned a blind eye to the infnngements of workers under them, they were 
demoted a grade point; and had they not been sufficiently vigilant, they were fined 
^^  Kingsford, Victorian Railwaymen, pp. 13-14, 22-25; Licht, Working for the Railroad, pp. 118-120. 
" Devised in the 1890s by George R. Brown, superintendent of the Falls Brook Railway, New York, 
the system provided summary discharge for major offences, suspensions, demotions, and 
reprimands or demerit points — they became known as 'brownies' — which was the foundation 
of the railway's graded discipline system. The system was extended to other railways in North 
America and elsewhere. Ducker, Men of the Steel Rails, pp. 38-42. 
'Rules and regulations for the punishment of manual grades of the Beiping-Hankou Railway" 
(Jing-Han tielu zhigong chengjie zhangcheng), Jiaotong gongbao (Communications Gazette), 
No. 404, 21 November 1923, in Yang Wenfu, Zhongguo tielu gongyunshi ziliao, pp. 59-61. 
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from $1 to $10. Procedures for appeal were also included. Employees who felt they 
had been unjustly penalised could appeal to the supervisor at the next level and 
onward up to the chief of the administration. However, should the appeal be 
unfounded, aside from censure, the worker would receive an increase in punishment. 
Table 4.1 Disciplinary rules of the Beijing-Hankou Railway, 1923 
Clause 5 Fines to be imposed in the following circumstances: 
1. failing to heed a direction; 2. not wearing or collecting the [employee] badge 
on entering a workshop; 3. beginning work late or slacking off; 4. leaving work 
without permission; 5. shouting or singing in a workshop; 6. eating or smoking 
in the workshop; 7. reading books or newspapers that hinder work; 8, wasting 
materials; 9. cursing fellow workers; 10. in ordinary circumstances losing 
railway items or erroneously destroying railway property; 11. falsely requesting 
sick leave to attend hospital; 12. doing inferior and slow work; 13. engaging in 
pranks during working time; 14. failing to stop work at tools down time; 
15. loitering inside the workshop after working hours. 
Clause 6 Wages to be cut in the following circumstances: 
1. not observing service regulations; 2. careless work resulting in a minor 
accident; 3. allowing the burning or damage of the boiler, carriages, etc when 
driving; 4. driving without care causing an incident but without causing loss. 
Clause 7 Demotion to be imposed in the following circumstances: 
1. a tradesman doing incompetent or poor work; 2. removing a pattern or 
design from the workshop for personal use; 3. doing private work; 4. bungling 
important work; 5. bringing an outsider into the workshop without permission of 
the supervisor; 6. the passing of a danger signal by drivers and firemen which 
results in a minor accident; 7. making errors that result in an incident without 
causing injury or death but incurring losses. 
Clause 8 Dismissal to be imposed in the following circumstances: 
1. not abiding by workshop regulations which result in the disruption of orderly 
operation; 2. unsafely performing one's duties causing an extreme incident 
that resulted in public outcry; 3. offending against the orders of a superior or 
wantonly beating and humiliating a colleague; 4. smoking opium; 5. being 
convicted of a criminal offence outside work; 6. practising graft; 7. stealing 
official property; 8. accruing 15 days of wilful absence from work without 
permission; 9. working carelessly and creating a serious danger; 10. failing to 
follow orders in critical official business; 11. drivers and firemen passing a 
danger signal resulting in a serious accident; 12. making errors that result in a 
serious accident causing injury, loss of life and loss of property; 13. posting or 
distributing leaflets; 14. the losing of discipline repeatedly and remaining 
unrepentant; 15. a demoted employee committing the same offence. 
Source: Yang Wenfu, Zhongguo tielu gongyunshi ziliao, pp. 59-61. 
Early in the Nanjing regime the discipline procedures were unified for the state 
railways through the promulgation of a general service ordinance applicable to all 
staff and manual grades. The regulations simplified classification of offences into 
generic types, though individual railway administrations probably retained their own 
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detailed schedule of infringements. The main penalities were: dismissal, demotion, 
"big demerit" {ji da guo) and ordinary "demerit" (ji guo). The discipline provisions, 
however, took on a more military flavour. Civil and military court sanctions were 
required additional to the dismissal of the employee for offences deemed very 
serious, such as the deliberate damage to a locomotive, instigating labor unrest and 
leading a strike, smuggling or storing contraband, corruption, and thefit and damage 
to railway property. Demotion was an alternative to dismissal for offences such as 
disobeying orders or violating regulations, not performing one's duty, and obtaining 
three "big demerits". For lesser offences the employee received a "demerit" — 
absent without leave, the wasteful or private use of materials, accrued three ordinary 
demerits — and an ordinary demerit was issued for poor work, having an 
inappropriate attitude, and late arrival or early departure from work.^^ 
The corollary of punishment is reward. The 1930 service regulations introduced 
a good service bonus (choulaojin) which awarded workers an extra month's wages 
every third year for unblemished service free of disciplinary infnngements. Other 
rewards included promotions, wages rises and the award of merit points. Employees 
were rewarded with promotions and wage rises for exceptional skill or invention, 
accruing three "big merit" points (Ji da gong), and courageous efforts to save and 
protect the railway's interests during a major accident. The "big merits" were 
awarded for a significant contribution to railway technology and obtaining three 
"ordinary merits" (ji gong). An ordinary merit was awarded for working one year 
without discipline infringement in a way which demonstrated the employee's 
diligence, obedience, integrity, and quality of work."**^  Rewards for good service had 
become more common than punishments for infnngements of rules by the 1930s. 
In the fifth year after the introduction of the 1930 service regulations the 
statistics on disciplinary actions for the state railways, shown in Table 4.2, indicate 
that the carrot was used more often than the stick. More than half of the workforce 
received a reward. Punishments were dished out to only 2% of the manual grades. On 
some lines three-quarters or more of the workforce obtained a reward, yet on others 
only a handful were so fortunate. The Beiping-Liaoning workers seemed to have 
copped the worst of both, receiving the fewest rewards and among the greatest 
number of punishments. There were three promotions for every demotion. The most 
conspicuous statistic reported is the huge number of wage rises — 51.6% of the total 
manual workforce was rewarded with an increase in wages in the 1934 fiscal year — 
while fewer than 1% of the workers were penalised with a wages cut. However, such 
is the variation between lines that one can wonder whether all, or even most, of the 
reported wage rises were rewards for good service, or simply annual increments 
which had become a routine part of a seniority-type wage system. On the Tianjin-
Pukou Railway 87% of workforce was awarded a wage rise — 98% in the 
" Tiedao fagui, renshi (personnel), pp. 98-100. "Railway employees service ordinance", clauses 30-
34. 
40 ibid., clauses 24, 27-29. 
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engineering department — while the Beiping-Liaoning was stingy, deeming only 
3.1% of all workers worthy of a wage rise for good service in 1934. 
I able 4.2 Kewards and punishments on Chinese National Kaiiways, 1934 
Rewards NSHR TPR BHR BLR BSR QJR ZTR Others All CNR % CNR 
merit point 26 2 3 12 31 1 47 24 146 0.2% 
wage rise 6,681 12,150 9,006 333 3,790 5,891 1,049 4,932 43,832 51.6% 
promotion 231 370 120 204 445 253 175 657 2,455 2.9% 
total 6,938 12,522 9,129 549 4,266 6,145 1,271 5,613 46,433 54.7% 
% of total 75.2 86.8 59.0 5.1 46.2 94.0 56.6 33.2 
Punishments 
demerit 84 65 18 35 9 6 235 87 539 0.6% 
wage cut 35 13 12 13 70 24 6 95 268 0.3% 
demotion 8 34 15 7 24 23 6 44 161 0.2% 
dismissal 49 80 66 193 91 12 13 245 749 0.9% 
total 176 192 111 248 194 65 260 471 1,717 2.0% 
% of total 1.9 1.3 0.7 2.3 2.1 1.0 11.6 2.8 
Source: Ministry of Railways, Guoyou tielu laogong tongji, di-er-zhong (Nanjing, 1935), p. 10. 
Notes: 1. The year is fiscal 1934, ending 30 June 1935. 
2. The reporting of wage rises and wage cuts is ambiguous. It is unclear from the original table 
whether a rise means a one-off reward or an inaemental rise, or even the year-end bonus for a 
year without any infringements. Similarly, the wage cut records is unclear. It seems to indicate a 
permanent change in wages rather than a temporary change, such as a fine of a certain number of 
days' wages. The original table also does not report disciplinary fines or suspensions. 
Dismissals on most lines seemingly remained the preferred method of official 
discipline. It accounted for nearly half of all punishments meted out to state railway 
workers. On the Beiping-Liaoning some three-quarters of all disciplined workers 
were dismissed, while the Zhengding-Taiyuan Railway preferred the use of demerits. 
The absence of reported fines in this table perhaps indicate that these were so routine 
and common as not to warrant record, though that does not fit well with the detailed 
record-keeping of the railways. Alternatively, fines which commonly took the form 
of the deduction of a certain number of days' wages, were reported as wage cuts."" 
This does not discount the possibility that the earlier practice of arbitrary fines by 
foremen and supervisors continued, and went unreported."*^ 
The breakdovm of punishments by operational departments show that on most of 
the lines dismissals were more common in the traffic and locomotive departments 
than others, the operational departments with the most employees. Wage cuts were 
"" The Qingdao-Jinan Railway for 1935 reported 47 discipline infringements — the majority in the 
traffic department — of which 32 were fines, six were big demerits, three common demerits, 
three sackings, and zero demotions. There were no wage cuts as such reported. Jiao-Ji tielu, 
comp., Jieshou shisan zhounian jiyao (Summary report in the 13th year of rendition), (Qingdao, 
1936), table between pp. 18 and 19. Shanghai Municipal Archive, file Jiang 0/15/325. 
In the 1920s, Beijing-Hankou foremen and supervisors imposed fines which they pocketed. Beifang 
de hongxing — Changxindian jiche cheliang gongchang liushi nian (Red star of the north — 60 
years of the Changxindian locomotive and rolling stock plant), (Beijing, 1960), pp. 20-22. 
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more commonly reported in the locomotive department, though still fairly few in 
total number, accounting for all but one of the 35 wage cuts on the Nanjing-
Shanghai-Hangzhou line, all but two of the 13 on the Tianjin-Pukou line and seven 
of the 13 on the Beiping-Liaoning line. On the lines which made most use of demerit 
points, the Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou line dispensed 85% of all demerits in the 
traffic department, while on the Zhengding-Taiyuan Railway 55% were dispensed in 
the locomotive department and 38% in the traffic department. 
The individual's experience of this discipline regime is revealed in the personnel 
files attached to the applications for compensation on the Beiping-Liaoning Railway. 
Most penalties were fines, deductions and warnings, and there are no dismissals as 
such workers would be ineligible for any railway compensation or pension. Slacking 
off, loafing around, laziness, absence from work without permission, and 
carelessness comprised many of the petty disciplinary infringements. Fireman Li 
Yuzhang was absent without permission {kuanggong) 68 times, forfeiting his daily 
wage each time. When he missed the shift on 2 May 1933 he had two days' wages 
deducted in fine. Train attendant Xing Guorui in 1934 was repeatedly late for his 
shift, fined $2 each time, and on the sixth occasion was warned that he would be 
dismissed should he re-infiinge. 
The fitter Hao Yongyun was suspended for four days in 1927 for loafing 
{touxian). Loafing also cost Zhang Fulong, a mechanic's laborer, two day's wages in 
July 1917 and August 1921. Flagman Liu Guangxun was fined 50 cents for 
neglecting his duties in February 1936, fined $1 for lateness the next February, and 
fined two day's wages for missing a shift in October 1937. Station hand Wu 
Changqing received a 'big demerit' in 1923 for being absent from his post. Car 
repairman Li Lianfang was fined a day's wages for failure to be at home when on 
call, 22 May 1928. Smoking on the job earned Yin Wenxin, a permanent hand, a 
three-day suspension in 1930 and another day in 1932, while air brake mechanic Tan 
Lianlin was officially warned for gambling on the job. 
Losing railway property and minor theft was viewed dimly, the loss of an item 
seemingly assumed to be theft. Gao Er, who had been demoted from gatekeeper to 
coal 'coolie' in 1915, had $2.10 deducted from his monthly wages of $9 for stealing 
coal. Around the same time the coal 'coolie' Liu Fengyou at Huanggutun was fined 
$3 for the theft of a concrete mb or pipe. Another coal 'coolie' Xing Zhaoyu was 
fined $2.10 for theft of coal in April 1918. Train attendant Xing Guorui was fined $1 
in September 1926 for losing the cover from the train-board stove. The then 
Ministry of Railways, Guoyou tielu laogong tongji, di-er-zhong (State railways labor statistics, 
second series), (Nanjing, 1935), pp. 10, 26, 33, 40, 47, 82. 
^ The discipline infringements cited are from the personnel files attached to the applications for 
compensation by the dependents of the following workers: Liu Fengyou, Hao Yongyun, Wei 
Baoshan, Li Yuzhang, Tan Lianlin, Gao Er, Zhai Fengtong, Wu Changqing, Li Qing, SHA 
215/1726; Xing Guorui, Gao Jingbo, SHA 215/1727; Ma Qing, Wang Zhenming, Zhang Fulong, 
SHA 215/1729; Yin Wenxin, Liu Guangxun, Xing Zhaoyu, Li Lianfang, SHA 215/1730. 
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mechanic's laborer Zhang Fulong in September 1916 was fined $4 for losing some 
copper tubing, about half a month's wages, and as a mechanic's mate in July 1932 he 
was fined $2.45 for misplacing the mirror fi-om the fi-ont of a locomotive. 
Poor or unsatisfactory work incurred small fines or cautions. Mechanic Wei 
Baoshan was fi-equently sanctioned for inadequate or poor work: November 1930, he 
was fined $1 when a break lever fell off a 40 tonne railway truck; January 1934, 
fined $1.40 for careless inspection; fined $1 for the same in September 1935; careless 
inspection brought a warning in June 1936 and a second warning the next month; and 
in January 1938 a day's pay was deducted for failing to connect properly a steam 
hose. Fireman Li Yuzhang ran his locomotive too hot in November 1929 and was 
fined 50 cents. Car repairman Li Lianfang was fined 50 cents (slightly less than his 
then daily wage) in April 1936 for allowing a locomotive to bum its axles due to his 
careless inspection. The fireman Zhai Fengtong was similarly fined a day's wages for 
letting the axles bum on his locomotive. Furnace brick layer Xing Zhaoyu was 
cautioned for unsatisfactory work in July 1932, and in March 1936 was fined one 
day's wages for the same reason. Car repairman Wang Zhenming was fined 50 cents 
for the unsatisfactory testing of a carriage in April 1937. Li Qing, a then newly 
appointed supervisor of track gangs, was fined $1 in December 1932 for not 
exercising effective supervision over the gangs for which he was responsible. 
Penalties were toughest for not observing regulations and causing accidents. Ma 
Qing, a general hand at the Tangshan Works, was docked seven-days' wages for 
failing to observe unspecified workshop regulations. Fireman Gao Jingbo had good 
reason to remember 19 January 1927. On that day his locomotive was involved in an 
accident near where the Beiping-Liaoning line joins the Beiping-Hankou for which 
he was held partially responsible and fined $23.56, equivalent to 47 days' wages. In 
Febmary 1928 he was fined 88 cents, a day's wages, for returning fi-om leave a week 
late. All this must have had some unsettling effect on Gao's work. Over the next two 
years he was fined $1.92 four times for moving his locomotive on the wrong track. 
Careers and advancement 
Career paths for most railway occupations were mainly a product of custom rather 
than specific regulation. Pay scales for workshop employees defined a route fi-om 
apprentice or laborer on the lowest band through the semiskilled grades to the chief 
mechanic posts on the uppermost band. Traffic, permanent way and general office 
employees were mostly in occupations that could soon be learned on the job. They 
were usually interchangeable with a variety of other semiskilled jobs, such as a 
switchman standing in for a brakeman, flagman or stafion hand. The semiskilled 
classificafion is more a recognition of acquired experience which indicates a 
minimum capability, than any significant technical ability, and demonstrates a certain 
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degree of reliability.'^^ Whatever the processes of training — regular service in 
apprenticeship, migration or job rotation, and 'following-up' or learning by doing"^^ 
— Chinese railway workers could expect that their acquired skills would gradually 
improve their standing and wages during a working life. 
Apprenticeships were used for training railway tradesmen in China, such as 
engine fitters, boiler makers, machinists and electricians. The railway trained their 
own. They also took qualified men trained at modem shipyards, arsenals and mine 
workshops. Before new workers — tradesmen, laborers or apprentices — could start 
they had to fulfil certain entry requirements. They were required to produce various 
types of documentation including a guarantee signed usually by a railway worker and 
merchant of standing (pubao), an affidavit certifying they were opium-free 
iyapianyan jie), details of their education and work experience, a medical certificate 
and a photograph.''^ Adult workers would have their claimed skills tested and the 
wage level set according to demonstrated skill.'^ ^ 
For acceptance into apprenticeship the minimum age was 14 years. The 
apprenticeship was three years. In the 1930s, the youth was paid 30 cents a day 
during the first year, raised by 10 cents at 12 months and at each succeeding six-
month interval until he graduated master workman (dagong) or tradesman."*^ Traffic 
department trainees (jianxisheng) and smdent telegraphists (dianbaosheng) were paid 
a monthly stipend (shanfei) of $15 during their six month course.^° Job rotation of 
station hands was the means to train brakemen, pointsmen and flagmen. Train drivers 
and firemen were trained using the following-up system. They began as engine 
cleaners (cachefu) and learned their way around an engine. Next they rode the 
Skill, though, is a highly problematic and contested concept, a product as much of workplace 
politics and culture — that is, "socially constructed" — as of any actual ability and knowledge 
("genuine skill") acquired through training. The social construction of skill in the railway 
workshops of north China structured the wage differentials for skill and the skilled manning 
levels. These issued are discussed in the next chapter. Paul Thompson, "Playing at being skilled: 
Factory culture and pride in work skills among Coventry car workers", Social History, Vol. 13 
No. 1 (Jan. 1988), pp. 45-69, and also Charles More, Skill and the English Working Class. 
Apprenticeship, job rotation and following-up are the three main methods for skill acquisition. See, 
More, Skill and the English Working Class, pp. 60-61. 
"Rules ... Beijing-Hankou Railway electrical plant", clause 3, in Yang Wenfii, Zhongguo tielu 
gongyunshi ziliao, p. 63. Applications for linesmen on the Beiping-Liaoning Railway, 
Shanghaiguan section, SHA 215/1502, May 1939. 
"Rules ... Beijing-Hankou Railway electrical plant", clause 4, in Yang Wenfu, Zhongguo tielu 
gongyunshi ziliao, p. 63. 
"Railway employees service ordinance", clause 21, Tiedaofagui, renshi (personnel), p. 96. 
ibid., clause 22, p. 97. In earlier times, a guarantor was responsible for the trainee for three years. A 
Beijing-Hankou railway worker guarantor of a traffic trainee was required to repay the stipend 
should the trainee quit the course without reason, or within three years of graduation resigned or 
be dismissed for infringement of regulations. Ministry of Communications, Jiaotongshi. 
Luzhengbian (History of Communications, Road Administration), (Nanjing, 1935), Pt 2, p. 
1503. 
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locomotive as fireman, learning how to fire, oil and repair the engine, and the basics 
about how to drive the locomotive, before promotion to engine driver.^' 
However, there was not a set interval for promotion from one grade to another, 
or if there was, it was varied frequently fi-om what we can read in the personnel files 
attached to the applications for compensation on the Beiping-Liaoning Railway. The 
progression from engine cleaner via firemen to driver depended on the state of the 
economy and the activity level on the railways. Engine cleaners employed in the 
busy years of 1918-21 on the Beiping-Liaoning line had a rapid rise to firemen, 
usually in about 12 months, compared with those employed earlier. He Zhanglin, Li 
Yuzheng, Zhai Fengtong, and Gao Jingbo, who all joined at this time on 25 cents a 
day, spent between 12 months and two years as wipers before promotion to 
firemen. ^ ^ None, however, advanced to drivers during the next 15 years or so that 
they served the railway, not even He Zhanglin whose graduation from the second 
class of the transport training school around 1921 indicated that he had been marked 
for accelerated promotion. Their quick rise from engine cleaner to fireman probably 
reflect the expansion of the railways and economic growth in the late 1910s which 
opened opportunities for promotion. Growth slowed in the 1920s, reducing the 
openings for promotion from fireman to engine driver. 
In contrast with those employed in the late 1910s, the drivers Yang Yun and Wu 
Enzhao, who joined in 1900 and 1912 respectively, were firemen for only six years. 
Wu Enzhao was a engine cleaner on 25 cents a day for five years and 10 months 
before he was promoted to fireman in September 1918. Six years later, in January 
1925, Wu was promoted to assistant driver {houbu siji) and in June 1934 he was 
made a driver on $38 a month. Papers missing from Yang Yun's personnel file leave 
blank his career between his promotion from fireman to driver in May 1905 and his 
reaching the uppermost level of the manual grades, appointment as chief supervisory 
driver in November 1930 on $92 a month, a salary which was on par with that of 
many second-class station masters of the Beiping-Liaoning line." 
Three of the senior tradesmen in the files had done their apprenticeships outside 
the railways. Tan Lianlin did his at the Kailuan Coal Mine near the Tangshan Works 
and Huang Yongtai at the Shanhaiguan Iron Works up the line from Tangshan, while 
Tang Hao had been an artisan at the Hanyang Arsenal in central China. Their railway 
careers were as varied. Tan left the Kailuan Coal Mine to join the railways as vehicle 
repairman at Tanggu in 1915. Several transfers later, enabling him to acquire 
experience in a range of locomotive and carriage sheds, he became an air brake 
mechanic at Guye, then chief air brake mechanic at Tangshan in November 1928. 
' ' This method seemed universal among railways. More, Skill and the English Working Class, p. 127. 
" Personnel files attached to the applications for compensation by the wife of He Zhanglin, August 
1938, of Li Yuzheng, August 1938, of Zhai Fengtong, September 1938, SHA 215/1726; and of 
Gao Jingbo, May 1939, SHA 215/1727. 
" Personnel files attached to the application for compensation by the wife of Wu Enzhao, August 
1938, SHA 215/1726; by the wife of Yang Yun, July 1932. SHA 215/2053. 
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Huang spent his whole 32-year career on the railways from July 1907 as a fitter in 
the engineering subsection at Shanhaiguan. Tang joined the casting shop at Tangshan 
after 12 years at Hanyang, and remained until his death in May 1938. 
An unskilled man could work his way up the workshop ladder. Gao Er ended his 
railway life at Tangshan in 1938 as a boilermaker's mate, a semiskilled position, after 
starting as a gatekeeper in 1907. His life illustrates progression from unskilled to 
semiskilled artisan. It was not a smooth path. In 1915 he was demoted from 
gatekeeper to 'coal coolie' and his wages cut 25%, but his fortxmes improved with his 
transfer to a mechanic's laborer at the Tangshan Works in 1921. By late 1924, he had 
risen to the tradesman assistant post.^ "* 
Time seemed the main determinant of promotion for employees of the traffic, 
stores and engineering departments. Li Qing joined the railway as a sailor (shuishou) 
on the railway pier at Yingkou in 1916. For the 10 years from 1922 he was the 
foreman of a maintenance flying gang (feiban gongtou) in half a dozen different 
places along the line, and in December 1932 was promoted to supervisor of track 
gangs {daoban gongmu). Wan Baohe began his career as stores clerk in 1917 at 
Tangshan. Ten years later he was transferred to Goubangzi and made chief clerk, and 
in 1932 was transferred back to Tangshan as assistant inspector of the stores 
inspection committee. He finished his career an assistant inspector of stores attached 
to the North China Stores Management Group that ftmctioned under the Japanese 
occupation. Brakeman Zhang Xijian in 1930 joined the line as an attendant at Tianjin 
administration offices. On 1 May 1935 he was transferred to Tianjin East station to 
train as brakeman and two months later was promoted to brakeman. Zhang Sherong 
began as ticket inspector in 1926 at Gaoqiao station. Over the next five years he was 
transferred to six stations, before his promotion in May 1931 to baggage clerk at 
Huang] iatun. His service at Huangjiatim near Shenyang was interrupted by the 
September 18 Incident, the Japanese annexation of Manchuria. Along with many 
thousands of Beiping-Liaoning line employees he moved south of Shanhaiguan, 
spending several months at Qianmen station in Beijing on a living expense stipend 
until appointed assistant manager of the Tangshan baggage office.^^ 
Personnel files attached to the applications for compensation by the wife of Tan Lianlin, August 
1938, the wife of Gao Er, September 1938, SHA 215/1726; the wife of Huang Yongtai, May 
1939, SHA 215/1727; the wife of Tang Hao, May 1939, SHA 215/1729. 
Personnel files attached to the applications for compensation by the son of Li Qing, September 
1938, SHA 215/1726; the wife of Wan Baohe, March 1939, the wife of Zhang Xijian, July 
1939, SHA 215/1729; by the wife of Zhang Sherong, May 1934, SHA 215/2078. 
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Conclusion 
Writing about the Santa Fe Railroad, James Ducker noted that the challenge for the 
company was not the recruitment of workers — there was a ready supply of labor — 
but how "to hire men who would remain faithful and efficient."^^ The same problem 
of finding (and retaining) quality workers confi-onted the Chinese railways, despite 
China being a high labor-surplus economy. There was ample supply of unskilled 
labor for track maintenance and heavy loading. There was an equally abundant 
supply of workers with rudimentary skills in working wood and metal who could be 
trained quickly on-the-job for the tasks that comprised the duties of many semiskilled 
workers, and in time even most of the 'skilled' tasks of the workshop tradesman. 
Discipline was an essential part of the strategy to make the railway worker 
tractable, as was a perceived career paths and regulated wage scales. Coupled with 
the better wages railwaymen earned than available in comparable industrial 
employment (the topic of the next chapter), and the provision of a range of health, 
welfare and educational services (discussed in chapter 6), the discipline system was 
the web which held together and shaped so much of the experience of working on the 
railway. It structured the railway working day as discipline likewise structured life in 
the military and in prisons. The time work began, the attitude the worker should 
display, conditions and entitlements of employment, and the penalties for non-
compliance with the work regime were all codified in the disciplinary procedures. 
These moulded the work experience and the career life-course of the Chinese railway 
employee. Discipline rules imposed control upon workers; they also protected 
workers fi-om the arbitrary actions of managers. The rules mapped out a career path, 
and provided certainty of rewards that would come to workers with length of service 
for those who observed the rules in faithful duty. 
Ducker, Men of the Steel Rails, p. 51. 
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Chinese railway workers were well paid, at least by the standards of Chinese industry 
during the interwar years." Their conditions of service were good too, especially from 
the late 1920s.^ Railway fitters and engine drivers, along with the mechanic and 
electrician in modem factories, arsenals and shipyards, received wages many times 
the daily rate of women mill hands in Shanghai or miners in mechanised mines.^ 
Skilled railwaymen had higher wages, various perquisites and better job security than 
semiskilled and unskilled colleagues. Average wages, though, do not show as wide 
disparities between railway workers, and between railwaymen and other industrial 
workers — many railwaymen, in particular unskilled laborers, earned little more 
than, for example, mill hands.'^ 
This chapter will examine the wage rates, earnings and sources of income of 
railway workers. How much did railwaymen earn? Was there a national labor market 
for railway labor? What was the effect of skill and region on the stratification of 
wages? Did real wages for railwaymen improve during the period. Were railway 
workers better off than other sections of the Chinese industrial working class? 
In pursuing these questions, the chapter makes a contribution to the discussion 
about the changes in the Chinese economy during the interwar years. These years, 
once seen as a period of economic "stagnation" and political "disintegration", are 
now viewed as a period of substantial growth. Although there is confidence among 
Jean Chesneaux, The Chinese Labor Movement, 1919-1927 (Stanford, 1968), p. 95. In 1927, postal 
and railway workers averaged $25 a month, second only to mechanics and electricians on $30. 
Xu Xiehua, Tielu laogong wenti (The Railway Labor Problem), (Beiping, 1931), p. 43, notes that 
during the warlord period railway workers suffered greatly, but their conditions improved 
rapidly after the establishment of the Nanjing Government in 1927: a minimum wage rate was 
set, working hours reduced, and conditions and benefits improved. Mi Rucheng writes that 
railway workers by the 1920s had won fixed rest periods and leave entitlements. Wages were 
substantially improved between 1929 and 1931. Mi Rucheng, Diguozhiiyi yu Zhongguo tielu, 
1847-1949 (Imperialism and Chinese Railways, 1847-1949), (Beijing, 1980), pp. 547, 551. 
Chief train drivers on the Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou Railway earned $4.30 a day, about 10 times 
the day-rate wages paid to women in Shanghai's cotton mills. Wage rates for chief drivers were 
lower on other lines, and ordinary drivers ranged from $0.77-$3.00. Ministry of Railways, 
Guoyou tielu laogong tongji, di-yi-zhong (State railways labor statistics, first series), (Nanjing, 
1935). Hereafter cited as Guoyou tielu laogong, 1. In 1929 women millhands earned about 45 
cents for a 12-hour day, though male hands earned 70 cents or more. Gongzi he gongzuo shijian, 
Shanghai tebie shi, Minguo shi-ba nian (Wages and hours of Labor, Greater Shanghai, 1929). 
Women in silk filatures earned 31 cents a day and 47 cents at cotton mills in 1934. Wage Rates 
in Shanghai (Shanghai, 1935), cited in Emily Honig, Creating Chinese Ethnicity (New Haven, 
1993), p. 63. 
Guoyou tielu laogong, 1, p. 6, the 1933 all-line average wage for manual workers of the Chinese 
National Railways was $0.74 a day; the lowest average rate was $0.48 for the Nanchang-Jiujiang 
Railway and the highest $1.27 for Guangzhou-Jiulong Railway. 
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many scholars about the magnitude of economic growth, we are on less certain 
ground about the distributional effect of this growth. Who shared in it and to what 
extent? The analysis of real wages on the north China railways in the later part of this 
chapter concludes that on balance there was a net positive distributional benefit to 
workers in the modem sector. The finding lends support to the new optimist view of 
the economy of Republican China.^ Railwaymen shared the benefits of growth. 
The chapter first looks at the remuneration structures for salaried staff and 
manual grades of the Chinese National Railways, and examines the forms of income. 
Differences between railways within the national system are examined. Next, the 
changes in money wages fi-om the 1910s are described. Finally, an attempt is made to 
reconstruct a real wage series for north China railwaymen based upon the personnel 
records of the Beiping-Liaoning Railway. 
Problems and issues. Wages are a simple but crude indicator of income and, in turn, 
the standard of living of railway workers and their families. Wage data alone are an 
inadequate indicator of actual income. Chinese workers in all industries experienced 
a variety of deductions from the wage rate.^ Some, too, might have received 
perquisites or derived income fi-om private (and often illicit) activities associated 
with their employment. Regional variations were wide too. For most occupations, 
wages were generally higher in south and east China than in central and north China. 
Any discussion of workers' earnings need to distinguish between cash and non-
monetary income. Wages or salaries were the main form of cash income which might 
be supplemented by cash allowances for travel, housing or food; year-end bonus 
payments or other bonuses for good service; and monetary commendation rewards, 
such as a reward for preventing an accident. Irregular earnings (cash income other 
' Early "optimist" views were John K. Chang, Industrial Development in Pre-communist China: A 
Quantitative Analysis (Edinburgh, 1969), and Ramon H. Myers, The Chinese Peasant Economy: 
Agricultural Development in Hopei and Shantung, 1890-1949 (Cambridge, MA, 1970). 
Important recent studies are: Thomas G. Rawski, Economic Growth in Prewar China (Berkeley, 
1989); Loren Brandt, Commercialisation and Agricultural Development: Central and Eastern 
China, 1870-1937 (Cambridge, 1989); David Faure, The Rural Economy of Pre-Liberation 
China: Trade Increase and Peasant Livelihood in Jiangsu and Guangdong (Hong Kong, 1989). 
Their assessment of agriculture are reviewed in Tim Wright, "Review article — China's prewar 
agriculture: a success story", Asian Studies Review, Vol. 14 No. 3 (April 1991), pp. 167-74. 
Wright has also edited a volume of translations of "revisionist" Chinese economic history, The 
Chinese Economy in the Early Twentieth Century: Recent Chinese Studies (New York, 1992). 
The "pessimist" view has been most forcefiilly restated by Philip C. C. Huang, The Peasant 
Economy and Social Change in North China, (Stanford, 1985); The Peasant Family and Rural 
Development in the Yangzi Delta, 1350-1988 (Stanford, 1990). 
® Chesneaux, Chinese Labor, pp. 88-112; Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo gongren jieji lishi zhuangkuang, 
1840-1949 (The historical condition of the Chinese working class, 1840-1949), Vol. 1 (Beijing, 
1985), pp. 364-78 (parts of this discussion, such as pp. 374-76, are an unattributed translation 
from Chesneaux); Tang Hai, Zhongguo laodong wenti (Chinese labor problems), (Shanghai, 
1926), pp. 127-49; Chen Da, Zhongguo laogong wenti (Problems of Chinese labor), (Shanghai, 
1929), pp. 263-364,415-62. 
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than wages) were frequently derived from petty trading — buying and selling 
vegetables, fur pelts, company coal, and other goods obtained along the line — and 
the smuggling for exchange of specie, metals, and narcotics. Non-cash income would 
include the provision of housing and meal allowances, and the allocations of coal or 
kerosene by the railway or the foreman of a gang. There were also irregular non-cash 
supplements, such as the theft of coal. 
On the debit side, the money wages received could be reduced by fines for 
infringement of regulations, by temporary lay-offs, and by imofficial deductions by 
foremen and other supervisors. During the warlord period of the 1920s, wages were 
commonly in arrears or paid in non-convertible paper (currency or bonds) issued by 
local military authorities or the railway administration. China's bimetallic currency 
system also affected earnings: a worker's purchasing power varied with the 
differentials in the exchange rates between the copper and silver currencies in 
circulation and thus influenced the level of inflation experienced by a particular 
wage-earner.^ Railwaymen other than Chinese had similar experiences.^ These 
various factors combined to affect the level of nominal and real wages, and 
complicate the measurement of income. 
Salary and wage regimes 
The high degree of differentiation of the railway workforce, between staff and 
manual workers, and within the manual grades, produced wide variations in 
remuneration. Salaried staff were paid considerably more than most manual grade 
employees. On the Chinese National Railways staff (siyuan) were paid on average 
between three and four times the wage of the manual grades (zhigong). In 1935 
salaried staff received $85.21 a month compared with the manual employees' 
average of $23.75.^ Regional variations were marked. The highest average salaries 
and wages were paid on the Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou line, an average of $115 a 
month for staff and $32 for workers; the lowest average pay for salaried staff was 
$61 a month on the Nanchang-Jiujiang line, and for workers $17 a month on the 
Longhai line. Averages, useftil as they are, neither indicate clearly the common rate 
nor relative distribution of salaries and wages of the workforce. 
' The changes in the exchange rate between silver (coinage or taels) and copper coinage is a vexing 
problem. Several silver dollars of various purity circulated, each with a theoretical exchange 
cross rate and big differences between the south and north China silver-copper exchange rate. 
' Nineteenth Century railwaymen in the USA experienced frequent arrears in wages, payment in non-
convertible company paper and company bonds. Walter Licht, Working for the Railroad: The 
Organization of Work in the Nineteenth Century (Princeton, 1983), chapter four. 
' Tiedao nianjian (Railway Yearbook), 3, (Nanjing, 1936), p. 1, foldout table. The average for manual 
grades had risen 11 cents a day compared with the 1933 average from the Guoyou tielu laogong, 
1. The averages are derived from the monthly salary and wages bill for each of the 13 railway 
administrations in the Chinese National Railways system. 
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Salary and wages were governed by set scales for staff officers and manual grade 
workers. Staff salaries were determined on a national scale set by the Ministry of 
Communications (and later, the Ministry of Railways). Unlike the staff, there was no 
uniform national sale of wages for manual workers. Each railway administration set 
its own rates to reflect local labor market conditions. Xu Xiehua explained the local 
determination of wage rates as "owing to regional variations in the cost of living and 
dissimilar skill levels" on different railways."^ The China Postal Service, to the 
contrary, established a national scale that applied from the lowliest postman 
(xinchai), who delivered letters, through to the postmaster general (youwusi). II 
The salary structure of stajf officers. For nearly every occupation there was a range 
of salaries which differed according to the class of the railway administration. The 
state-owned railways were grouped into three classes: first-class, second-class and 
third-class railway administrations.'^ The staff salary scale was revised frequently. In 
1930 a new set of service regulations and salary classifications were proclaimed.'^ 
The 1930 staff salary scale of 40 grades or points, from the lowest point 40 ($50) to 
the highest, point 1 ($600), is shown in Table 5.1. 
The chief executive officer (juzhang) of a first-class line, for example, was paid 
on the scale from point 5 to point 1 ($450-600) while his equivalent on a second-
class line was on point 7 to point 3 range ($400-500). Some posts did not exist for 
certain classes of line: the third-class line did not have a deputy CEO (fujuzhang). 
Salaries for station masters were graded according to the class of the railway 
administration and by the class of railway stations, third to first-class station, based 
on the size of the station. The salary ranged from point 38 ($60) for a junior third-
class station master on a third class line to point 22 ($180) for a senior first-class 
station master {yideng zhanzhang) on a first-class line. Train conductors (chezhang) 
were the lowest level staff in this scheme on point 40 to point 20 ($50-100). 
Xu Xiehua, Tielu laogong wenti, p. 89. 
" Tang Hai, Zhongguo laodong wenti, pp. 162-67. The postal service had four levels of employees 
— xinchai, lianxinsheng, youwusheng, and youwuyuan — and each level was further divided 
into classes and sub-grades. Salaries at the fourth or staff level (youwuyuan) were paid in taels 
rather than silver currency. 
Laws and regulations governing railways for the early Nanjing period can be found in the Ministry 
of Railways, Tiedao fagui huibian (Compilation of railway laws and regulations), (Nanjmg, 
1933). Revisions between 1932 and 1936 were printed in the Tiedao nianjian (Railway 
Yearbook), No. 1-3. First class railway administrations comprised the Beiping-Hankou, Beiping-
Liaoning, Tianjin-Pukou, Qingdao-Jinan, and Shanghai-Nanjing lines; second class included the 
Beiping-Suiyuan and Longhai lines, and the north and south sections of the Guangzhou-Hankou 
line; and third class included the Canton-Kowloon and Daokou-Qinghua lines. The Chinese 
Year Book, 1935-36, pp. 618, 619-20. 
Tiedao nianjian, 1, p. 146. 
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Table 5.1 Salary scale of staff on the Chinese National Railways, 1930 
Band Occupation title Line Class Scale Monthly Rates 
A. Chief executive juzhang 1 1-5 600 450 
II 3-7 500 400 
III 5-9 450 360 
B. Deputy CEO fujuzhang 1 3-9 500 360 
II 6-12 425 300 
C. Department head; chuzhang; 1 5-13 475 285 
deputy head fuchuzhang II 9-16 360 240 
III 12-20 300 200 
D. Secretary mishu 1 9-20 360 200 
II 11-22 320 180 
III 15-26 255 140 
E. Department section, kezhang 1 9-16 360 240 
head II 12-18 300 220 
III 14-22 270 180 
F. Hospital director yiyuanzhang 1 10-22 340 180 
II 13-25 285 150 
G. Clinic head suozhang 1 13-22 285 180 
II 16-25 240 150 
III 19-28 210 120 
H. Department section. keyuan 1 22-40 180 50 
officer II 23-40 170 50 
III 24-40 160 50 
1. Section head duanzhang 1 9-16 360 240 
II 12-19 300 210 
III 17-23 230 170 
J. Section, deputy fuduanzhang 1 13-22 285 180 
K. Sub-section, head fenduanzhang 1 16-26 240 140 
II 19-29 210 110 
III 22-32 180 90 
L. Sub-section, deputy fufenduanzhang 1 20-29 200 110 
M. Station master. yidengzhanzhang 1 22-30 180 100 
first class II 23-32 170 90 
III 24-34 160 80 
N. Station master, erdengzhanzhang 1 25-32 150 90 
second class II 26-34 140 80 
III 27-36 130 70 
0. Station master. sandengzhanzhang 1 28-38 120 60 
third class II 29-38 110 60 
III 30-38 100 60 
P. Station master. fuzhanzhang 1 28-40 120 50 
deputy II 30-40 100 50 
III 34-40 80 50 
Q. Train conductor chezhang 1 30-40 100 50 
II 32-40 90 50 
III 34-40 80 50 
Source: Tiedao nianjian, 1, 1932, p. 146. Line class denotes the ranking of the administration 
as a first (I), second (II) or third class (III) line. 
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The railway police had a separate but related scale. The top salary ranged from 
staff point 16 to point 9 ($240-360) for the chief of police (shuzhang) on a first-class 
line, while the lowest scale was point 40 ($50) for a police clerk (sishi) on a third-
class line.''* Earlier schemes for staff were more or less the same. In 1918 the 
Ministry of Communications paid staff on a scale of 50 grades, from point 50 ($15) 
to point 1 ($800).'^ The 1920 scheme had a scale of 48 point ($25-800), and the 
railway administrations were classified into three classes as in the 1930s.'^ 
Manual grade employees. Wage rates for manual grade workers varied according to 
the operational department, job classification and the particular railway line; regional 
differences in agricultural and other industrial wages overlapped and reinforced wage 
differentials arising in the railway workplace. Regional variations in the local labor 
market, observed Xu Xiehua, was the main determinant of the level of wages paid to 
railway artisans and other manual grades.'^ In fact, the minimum wage for unskilled 
workers reflected a small premium on the prevailing monetised value of wages (cash 
1 S wage plus board) paid to agricultural laborers in a particular locality. 
Although there was not any national uniform scale of wages for the manual 
grades similar to that for staff, a finely graduated scale of wages was in effect on all 
of the state railways. At the Puzhen Works which served the south section of the 
Tianjin-Pukou Railway, tradesmen and workers in 1929-1930 were classified into 28 
wage grades {xinji)}^ The scale is shown in Table 5.2. It provided for a bottom rate 
of 20 cents a day for grade-one workers, such as for newly hired apprentices (xuetu) 
and "coolies" (xiaogong), to the top rate of $2.85 a day for a grade-28 tradesmen, 
such as a first-class (or number one) engine fitter (jiche jiangmu) with considerable 
seniority. The wage grades were stratified into 10 bands. Each band contained a 
designated group of occupations. From grade two (35 cents a day) to grade 11 (80 
cents a day), each grade point rise was an increase of five cents; from grade 12 (90 
ibid., p. 131, "Jingchashu yuansi ming'e xinji dengji biao" (Table of grades, salaries and 
establishment of staff in the police office). 
" Scale 50-33, $15-$ 100 by $5 increments; scale 32-22, $110-$210 by $10 increments; scale 21-16, 
$225-$300 by $15 increments; scale 15-11, $320-S400 by $20 increments; scale 10-7, $425-
$500 by $25 increments; scale 6-1, $550-$800 by $50 increments. Wuhan, #6-40. Transcription 
of the staff directory of the Beijing-Hankou Railway for 1914. 
Ministry of Communications, Jiaotongbu fagui huibian (Compilation of laws and regulations of the 
Ministry of Communications), (Beijing, 1920): 292-97. 
" Xu Xiehua, Tielu laogong wenti, p. 89. 
This was true of unskilled railway laborers in other countries too. Peter Kingsford, Victorian 
Railwaymen: The Emergence and Growth of Railway Labour, 1830-1870 (London, 1970), pp. 
88-89. Data on agricultural wages in China is sparse. The most commonly cited source is John 
L. Buck, Land Utilization in China, Statistics (New York, 1982 [1937]), pp. 151-52. 
" Xu Xiehua, Tielu laogong wenti. Table 21, "Puzhen jichang jiangyi xinjibiao" (Table of salary 
grades of artisans and workers at the Puzhen Works). 
120 
Wages and income 
cents a day) to grade 21 ($1.80 a day), wages rose 10 cents a day for each grade; and 
from grade 22 ($1.95 a day) to grade 28, wages rose 15 cents a day 
Each occupation at the Puzhen Works had a fixed scale of wage rates. A worker 
might experience a large rise in pay over many years without any promotion to 
another band which would allow a higher terminal wage. For example, a number-one 
machinist (jiqi jiangmu) was paid between $1.00 and $2.85 a day (grades 13-28), a 
carpenter (mujiang) from 45 cents to $1.80 (grades 4-21), a "coal coolie" (meifu) 
from 20-70 cents (grades 1-9), and an apprentice from 20-55 cents (grades 1-6). The 
bands, and scales within each band, denote a perception of the value of the job to the 
management of the works — the bands loosely correspond to the degree of skill 
ascribed to the occupation. 
The range of wages within a band defined the potential wage rises for a worker 
in a particular job, and also the point at which a job transfer amounts to a promotion, 
either by moving up one band, or moving sideways from one band to another which 
might allow for promotion beyond the upper limit of the original band. An apprentice 
fitter (grade 1-6), for example, at the end of his training would become a fitter (grade 
4-23) and eventually a number-one fitter (grade 13-28). During his career, however, 
he might move sideways, such as a transfer from a fitter (Band C, grade 4-23) to 
become a number-one car examiner (Band B, grade 11-24), before another transfer 
and promotion to a number-one fitter (Band A, grade 13-28). 
The Puzhen Works' scale seems neat, possibly more so than in practice. Still, a 
similar stratification of manual-grade occupations and wage systems was practised 
on all of the Chinese National Railways' lines. Each administration had its own 
scale, but the principle was the same. The 1934-35 wage register for the Sifang 
Works of the Qingdao-Jinan Railway shows a wide range of rates for each 
occupation.^'' Chief fitters {xiangpeijiang lingban), all of whom were aged in their 
late 40s or 50s, were paid $1.90-2.80 a day, while fitters were paid from 90 cents to 
$2.10, the lowest rate being paid to 19 to 22 year-olds fresh out of apprenticeships. 
Likewise, at the Tangshan Works, we can see gradations for skill and seniority. For 
example, in January 1909 Gao Er joined the Beijing-Fengtian Railway at the 
Tangshan Works as a watchman (kanmen) on 24 cents a day. By July 1915 he was 
earning 40 cents a day before the transfer to a coal "coolie" (meifu) position saw his 
wage cut to 30 cents. In May 1921, Gao Er was transferred again, becoming a 
mechanic's laborer (jijiang xiaogong) at 38 cents a day; the next March he became a 
boiler maker's laborer (guolu xiaogong) at the same rate, and in September 1924 his 
personnel file noted that he was promoted to a boiler maker's mate {guolu zhushou) 
at 60 cents a day, a position he held until his death 14 years later in 1938.^' 
SHA 687/30 "Sifang jichang renyuan tongjibiao, 1934-35" (Employee statistics for the Sifang 
Works, 1934-35). The file title is that assigned by the archive, though it is in fact simply a hand-
written ledger book maintained by the payroll section. 
SHA 215/1726. Application for compensation by the wife of Gao Er. 23 September 1938. 
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Table 5.2 Salary grades of artisans and workers at the Puzhen Works, c. 1930 
Grade scale Day wage rates Band Job classification 
A. 
B. 
C. 
D. 
E. 
F. 
No. 1 Engine fitter jiche jiangmu 28-13 $2.85 $1.00 
No. 1 Boiler maker guolu jiangmu I t " I I 
No. 1 Machinist jiqi jiangmu I I I I 
No. 1 Fitter xiangpei jiangmu " I I I I 
jijiangmu 
No. 1 Blacksmith tiejiangmu I I I I 
No. 1 Moulder fansha jiangmu M " I I 
No. 1 Pattern maker moxing jiangmu I I I I I I 
No. 1 Car fitter cheliang jiangmu M I I I I 
No. 1 Electrician dianji jiangmu M I I " 
No. 1 Car examiner yanche jiangmu 24-11 $2.40 $0.80 
No. 1 Brass fitter tongjiangmu I I I I I I 
No. 1 Carpenter mujiangmu 11 " 
No. 1 Painter youqi jiangmu I I I I 
No. 1 Upholster fengren jiangmu I I I I I I 
Engine fitter jiche jiang 23-4 $2.25 $0.45 
Car fitter cheliang jiang, I I I I I I 
xiuche jiang 
Boiler maker guolu jiang I I I I I I 
Machinist jiqi jiang M II I I 
Fitter xiangpei jiang, I I I I I I 
jijiang 
Brass fitter tongjiang 11 I I I I 
Blacksmith tiejiang I I I I I I 
Moulder fanshajiang I I I I I I 
Pattern maker moxingjiang I I I I I I 
Welder shaohanjiang I I I I I I 
Electrician dianji jiang I I I I I I 
Electric plater diandujiang I I I I 
I I 
Airbrake mechanic fengzhajiang I I I I 
I I 
Car examiner yanchejiang I I I I 
I I 
Carpenter mujiang 21-4 $1.80 $0.45 
Painter youqijiang I I I I " 
Tin fitter baitiejiang I t I I 
I I 
Upholster fengrenjiang I I 
No. 1 Washouter xilu jiangmu 17-4 $1.40 $0.45 
No. 1 Cleaner cache toumu 
I I " I I 
No. 1 Coolie zagong toumu 
I I I I I I 
No. 1 Oiler jiaoyou toumu 
I I I I 11 
Locomotive fireman jiche silu 
I I 
" 
I I 
Pump driver shuipeng siji 
I I I I I I 
Engine [fixed] driver jiqi siji 
I I I I 
Storeman cailiaofu 
I I M I I 
Boiler fireman qilu siji 14-3 $1.10 $0.40 
Pump fireman shuipeng silu 
I I I I I I 
Riveter maodingjiang 
I I 
Driller zuanyanjiang 
I I 
No. 1 Coal coolie meifumu 
I I I I 
Washouter xilujiang 
I I I I I I 
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G. Oiler jiaoyoufu 13-3 $1.00 $0.40 
H. Bricklayer niwafu 11-3 $0.80 $0.40 
Blueprinter saitufu li II II 
Heaterman nuanqifu M II M 
Car boy cheyi II M II 
Pointsman zhafu It II II 
Brakeman goufu II II II 
Helper banggongfu M " II 
Tool keeper gongjufu II II II 
Hammerman chuifu II II " 
1. Coolie xiaogong 9-1 $0.70 $0.20 
Coal coolie meifu 11 II 
Cleaner cachefu II II 
Car cleaner xikechezhong II II II 
J. Apprentice xuetu 6-1 $0.55 $0.20 
Source: Xu Xiehua, Table 21, "Puzhen jichang jiangyi xinjibiao" (Table of salary grades of 
artisans and workers at the Puzhen Works). The English job titles are from the original table. 
The Qingdao-Jinan Railway's personnel card files provide many examples of the 
wide variation in wage rates for the same occupation and between different 
occupations.^^ These also illustrate the system of regular yearly increments that were 
common to employment on the railways. Examples of wage histories are: 
The track workers (penggong) Zhou Deshan, Zhou Buer and Zhou Yougong were all 
paid $17.10 a month in 1931.^^ Each April between 1932 and 1934 they all had a 
rise to $18.30, $19.50 and then $20.70. In 1935 Zhou Buer and Zhou Yougong's 
pay rose to $21.90; Zhou Deshan only got a rise to $21.60. 
Carpenters Wang Duanfang and younger brother Wang Duantai earned $45.30 and 
$44.40 respectively in 1933.^ '* Duanfang had a rise to $51.30 in January 1934, 
$54.30 in 1935 and $55.50 in June 1936, while Duantai's wages rose to $49.80, 
$52.80 and $54 over the same period. 
Wu Zhenxian joined the traffic department as a station hand (zhanfu) at $14 a month 
in September 1931.^^ In 1933 he obtained a $1.20 rise to $15.20 and the next 
January another $1.20 rise to $16.40. He was transferred to a brakeman (goufu) 
in March 1934 and his pay raised to $17.70. In March 1935 he obtained a $1.20 
rise to $18.90 and in February 1936 his pay rose to $19.30. 
^^  Card catalogue, personnel department, Qingdao-Jinan Railway Administration. SHA 673 series, 
files 87-116, 1931-37, each file a bundle of 300-350 index cards sorted by family name. 
^^  SHA 673/91, engineering department. Around 1931-32 wage rates for many railway occupations 
were converted from day to monthly terms, even for track workers. 
SHA 673/106, locomotive department. 
SHA 673/100, traffic department. A station hand was a term that embraced signalmen, switchmen, 
brakemen, couplers and other railwaymen employed at and around the station. 
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The police section office servant ifuyi) Chen Weizhi joined the line at the time of its 
rendition in January 1923.^^ In May 1932 he was earning $20.10 a month. His 
pay rose to $21.30 in 1934, to $22.50 in 1935, and remained at this rate in 
November 1936 despite his promotion to messenger-servant (tingchai). 
The wage differentials among these manual grades reflected the importance or 
traffic levels on the section they worked on, similar to the salary differentials among 
station masters of different sized stations: the larger and busier the station, terminal 
or line section, the higher the pay. Wage rates on the Zhangdian-Boshan spur line of 
the Qingdao-Jinan Railway, which serviced the coal mines at Zichuan and Boshan, 
were lower than the main line.^^ Transfers were not always rewarding. Song Jinqing 
Q 
joined the Qingdao-Jinan in October 1926 as coupler (goufu) at Zhangdian Station. 
In 1933 he obtained a $1.20 pay rise to $19.70 a month, but in May 1934 was 
transferred to Boshan Station, reclassified a general station hand (zhanfu) and his 
wage cut to $18.60. The next February he obtained a rise to $19.80 and in 1936 
another rise to $20.60. The starting rate for a worker hired onto the spur line was 
seemingly lower too: a station hand, coupler or oiler iyoufu) on the main line started 
at about $14 a month but at only $9 or $10 on the spur line.^^ 
Wage differentials and labor markets 
Railway wages varied widely for the same occupation. The statistics of the Chinese 
National Railways in the 1930s allow an analysis of the distribution of the spread in 
wage levels among various lines and for specific occupations. These also permit 
some tentative examination of the degree of integration of the market for railway 
labor. Was there a national market for railway labor? What was the extent of 
segmentation in the labor market? How did native place and skill mediate the 
structuring of wages? First I will describe the distribution of wages — based on the 
labor statistical series for 1933 and 1934, and supplemented with data from personnel 
files — and next discuss the character of the labor market for Chinese railwaymen. 
Large disparities existed in the wages paid to the manual grades employed by the 
different railway administrations: the top rate on the Nanchang-Jiujiang line in 1933 
was only 41% of the top rate paid on the Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou line. The 
spread of wages from lowest to highest among the manual grades for 1933 is shown 
in Fig 5.1. The highest and lowest wage rates were commonly found in the 
SHA 673/87, general affairs department. 
" For a description of the spur and the scenes along it in the i930s, see Jiao-Ji tielu guanliju, Jiao-Ji 
tielu luxing zhinan (Travel guide to the Qingdao-Jinan Railway), (Qingdao, 1934), pp. 182-206. 
^^  SHA 673/100, traffic department. 
SHA 673/100. Compare Wu Qingyuan, who began work as an oiler at Boshan Station on $9 a 
month in January 1936, and Du Heshang, who began as a trainee on a living allowance (jintie) 
of $8 in August 1935 and was made a station hand at Gaomi on $14 a month in September 1936. 
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locomotive departments, among the chief drivers and the apprentices respectively. 
This was not always so. The engineering department of the Zhengtai Railway paid 
some tradesmen a rate 10 cents a day higher than their chief drivers. On the Beiping-
Liaoning line the lowest rate was in the general affairs department, and on the 
Guangzhou-Hankou (South) line in the engineering department.^^ 
The high-low chart, however, does not tell us the common prevailing wages. In 
1934 the Chinese National Railways published another wage breakdown from which 
we can determine the most commonly received wages on each railway.^' The series, 
shown in Table 5.3, 
also highlights the 
regional variation in 
wages. 
Two characteristics 
are clear. Most 
railwaymen were paid 
near the bottom of the 
wage scale, with few 
approaching the highest 
rates, and the average 
wage received was 
higher on the south 
China lines than those 
in the north. For the 
total workforce, 81% of railwaymen were on wages of less than $1 a day, while 
another 17% received between $1 and $2 a day. 
Most of the central and northern lines paid the majority of railwaymen less than 
$1 a day — the most common range was 41-80 cents. On each of the three largest 
lines of north China — Beiping-Liaoning, Beiping-Hankou and Tianjin-Pukou lines 
— about 85% of their manual workers were on rates less than $1 a day, and fewer 
than 7% earned more than $1.40 a day. This contrasts with the southern lines, the 
Guangzhou-Hankou (South) and Guangzhou-Jiulong, which paid on average higher 
rates. About 80% of workers on both lines earned between 60 cents and $1.60; none 
on the Guangzhou-Hankou (South) was paid less than 60 cents a day and only 6.6% 
of the Guangzhou-Jiulong were paid less than 60 cents. On the Beiping-Suiyuan 
Railway in the north 79% of workers got less than 60 cents a day. 
a: X w 
DC 
a. h-
a: X m a: —J m cc CO CD q : X 
a: —> 
a 
a: h-N CC O Q 
CC 
- 1 O 
Source: Guoyou tielu laogong, 1, p. 5 
a. X o 
w 
cc X o 
30 Guoyou tielu laogong, 1, p. 5 for summary figures of the highest and lowest by operating 
departments, the individual line tabulations for particular wage rates. 
Ministry of Railways, Guoyou tielu laogong tongji, di-er-zhong (State railways labor statistics, 
second series), (Nanjing, 1935), p. 5. 
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T a b l e 5.3 D is t r ibut ion of w a g e levels of manual grade wor l iers o n the Chinese Nat ional Ra i lways, 1934 
Wage NSHR TPR • BHR BLK BSR Lf f lT" - OJR Z T R - DOR - MJR GJR GHR(N) GHR(S) Total 
< 0 20 0 0% 0.9% 0.4% 0.1% 0.1% 01% 0.21% 
0.21-0.40 0.5% 11.7% 4.9% 15.4% 48.7% 19.9% 8.5% 75% 21.6% 3.5% 12.51% 
0.41-0.60 17.0% 526% 21 4% 45.4% 29 5% 50 3% 15.2% 23 9% 14 2% 60.1% 3.1% 30.71% 
061-0 80 33.4% 13.8% 25.8% 15.9% 9.1% 16.3% 36.0% 29.9% 59.1% 12.3% 11.7% 72.0% 1.5% 23.35% 
0.81-1.00 14 5% 6 6 % 32.1% 9.4% 39% 6.9% 17.4% 17 7% 100% 3.7% 151% 260% 13.8% 14.57% 
1.01-1.20 11.8% 4 4 % 7.7% 3.9% 1.4% 3.3% 8.9% 8.9% 2.5% 1.5% 19.7% 1.3% 15.1% 6.07% 
1.21-1.40 57% 38% 36% 3.8% 22% 13% 58% 30% 1.7% 0.4% 19.5% 04% 27.6% 433% 
1.41-160 3.4% 2.1% 1.9% 2.2% 1.1% 0.9% 7.1% 3.0% 1.8% 02% 11.9% 0.2% 21.3% 2.94% 
1 61-1 80 3.1% 1.5% 0.7% 1.1% 2.2% 0.7% 59% 2.7% 13% 02% 2.4% 002% 6.9% 1 91% 
1 81-2.00 1.5% 0.9% 0.4% 0.8% 0.6% 0.2% 2.1% 1.4% 1.0% 2.0% 0.05% 5.1% 0 96% 
2.01-2.20 14% 0 8% 02% 0 8% 06% 0.1% 0.7% 03% 0.4% 54% 58% 0.79% 
2.21-2.40 1.2% 0.9% 0.1% 0.4% 0.2% 0.1% 0.4% 05% 0.3% 4.3% 12% 0.51% 
2 41-2 60 3.8% 0.3% 0.1% 03% 00% 000% 0.3% 0.0% 05% 1.3% 059% 
2.61-2.80 0.6% 0.2% 0.02% 0.1% 0.1% 0.00% 0.1% 0.0% 08% 0.2% 0.14% 
281-3 00 1 4% 04% 0 03% 0.1% 001% 0.1% 01% 0 1% 025% 
3.01-3.20 0.1% 0.0% 0.01% 0.3% 0.02% 0.04% 0 06% 
3.21-3.40 02% 0.2% 002% 005% 0 06% 
3.41-3.60 0.2% 0 02% 0 02% 
3.61-3.80 0.0% 002% 0.00% 
3.81-4.00 0 1 % 0.01% 
> 4 0 0 0.1% 0.01% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 
Total 9,229 14,428 IS,471 10,855 9,238 6,971 6,536 2,244 1,355 1,149 1,147 4,068 2,232 84,923 
Source: Ministry of Railways, Guoyoo tielu laogong tongji, dieahong (Nanjing, 1935), p 5. 
Also clear in both the high-low chart and the table is the wide spread in wage 
rates among the manual grades of the Chinese National Railways which indicates, 
probably, the predominance of local price factors in the setting of manual wages, and 
the corollary, that there was not a national market for railway labor, or at best only a 
loosely integrated labor market. Some railways had a wide spread in wage rates; 
most had a narrow spread. Even among the best-paying, such as the Nanjing-
Shanghai-Hangzhou line which had the widest spread of any line, three-quarters of 
the workers received between 41 cents and $1.20 a day, $3 less than the top rate. On 
the poor-paying Nanchang-Jiujiang Railway some 60% of its workforce was in the 
41-60 cents wage interval. To examine the spread in wages as part of discussion of 
the character of the railway labor market, next I look at the differences between 
railways for selected occupations. 
Wage differentials for selected occupations. Conventional economics would suggest 
that a fair degree of labor market integration existed were wage differences small for 
the same job on separate lines. In other words, the emergence of a national market for 
railway labor. Such a trend would probably be more observable for skilled 
occupations than for unskilled to which rural laborers might turn for employment in 
the slack agricultural season. The reasoning here is that skilled workers would be 
committed to railway work and would have skills acquired over time which were 
portable between railways. The portability of these skills, economic theory suggests, 
should produce a narrowing of wage differences between lines — the price of labor 
for a particular job would tend towards a single price. Unskilled workers, however, 
had only the portability of their brawn. There was indeed a demand for unskilled 
railway labor, but without legislative sanction or union pressure the railways would 
pay no more than the prevailing wage level for farm laborers in the recruiting area. 
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plus a premium to cover the transport and other costs of taking up railway 
employment instead of staying on the farm.^^ 
Testing this hypothesis was to a large extent frustrated by the complexity and 
diversity of the railway nomenclature used for job classification by the separate 
administrations reported in the Chinese National Railways labor statistics. In the 
1930s Liu Xinquan in his study of railway wages wrote that the organisation of work 
and the designation of skill levels varied so greatly as to make interline comparisons 
fraught with difficulty.^^ Among the main operating departments, only for the 
locomotive department occupations did I have a reasonable degree of confidence that 
I was comparing like with like, and only for a handful of the many job 
classifications.^'* The highest and lowest daily wages for each of the selected 
occupations — ordinary driver, firemen, engine cleaner, carpenter, blacksmith, fitter 
and workshop laborer^^ — were plotted. 
Train drivers were the elite of the manual grades. Their job in running a train 
was the most technically skilled among the train crews, skill which was usually 
acquired by many years of on-job training.^^ If any occupation on the Chinese 
National Railways in the 1930s was transferable between lines it was that of a 
locomotive driver — the technology was uniform and the locomotives often the same 
models. Among the four largest railway employers and busiest of the lines, three paid 
drivers a top rate of $3.00-3.01 a day — the Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou, the 
^^  This argument is based on conventional labor market economics. It is the same sort of argument 
which underpins Thomas Rawski's approach in the use of industrial wages as an indirect 
measure of change in farm wages. Rawski, Economic Growth in Prewar China, pp. 291-320. 
There is an alternative view — these wage gaps might not be an indicator of the lack of market 
integration, but simply signal persistent disequilibrium. See Timothy J. Hatton and Jeffrey G. 
Williamson, "Labour market integration and the rural-urban wage gap in history", in Graeme D. 
Snooks, ed, Historical Analysis in Economics (London, 1993), pp. 89-109. 
" Liu Xinquan, "Huabei tielu gongren gongzi tongji" (Wages of railway workers in North China), 
Shehui kexue zazhi (Quarterly Review of Social Sciences), Vol. 4 No. 3 (September 1933), pp. 
294-95, 299. 
There were great variations in the degree of the division of labor — and the ensuing job 
designations — among the locomotive departments. The Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou line had 
a 145 classifications and the Beiping-Liaoning had 126. At the other extreme the Guangzhou-
Hankou (South) had 27 and Nanchang-Jiujiang just 19. Guoyou tielu laogong, 1. 
" Even for these occupations, sometimes the fit might not be entirely sound. Only train drivers (siji), 
firemen (silu, shenghuo and huofii), and engine cleaners (cachefu, majiche xiaogong) seemed 
unambiguous. Carpenters were sometimes distinguished as fine {xi mujiang\ cabinet makers) or 
coarse {da mujiang), as on the Beiping-Hankou. Blacksmiths are commonly called tiejiang, but 
also datiejiang and tiegongjiang. Fitters might include jijiang, xiangpeijiang, qiangong and 
jiqijiang, among other terms. Workshop laborers (xiaogong) include engine house laborers 
(chefang xiaogong)', on the Nanchang-Jiujiang the permanent hands (changgong) were used as 
an equivalent for a workshop xiaogong on other lines. 
Excluded from this data series are chief drivers (zong siji) and instructor drivers (Jiaodao siji) who 
numbered only a handful on each line, played a supervisory role, and were paid at least a 50% 
premium on the top rate for ordinary drivers, and who would have skewed the data 
unacceptably. There were other skilled workers in the locomotive departments who acquired 
their skill through a conventional craf^-based apprenticeship, such as fitters and boilermakers. 
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Tianjin-Pukou and the Beiping-Liaoning — while the Beiping-Hankou was 
conspicuous in paying a lower top rate of $2.20 for ordinary drivers. For the other 
north China lines and the north sector of the Guangzhou-Hankou the top rate for 
drivers was between $2.07 and $2.40, and the median top rate was $2.20. 
Fig 5.2 Wages of locomotive drivers, 1933 
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Six of the north-
central lines paid 
drivers a minimum of 
about 80-90 cents, 
though the Nanjing-
Shanghai-Hangzhou, 
Qingdao-Jinan and 
Beiping-Liaoning 
paid considerably 
higher minimum rates 
of $1.34, $1.11 and 
$1.10 respectively. A 
major exception was 
the rate paid on the line then still unconnected to other parts of the network, the 
Nanchang-Jiujiang Railway. It paid drivers the lowest rates and had the narrowest 
spread of any line, just 73 cents to $1.34; its top rate was equivalent to the entry-level 
wage for a driver on the Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou line. Another exception was 
the Guangdong-centred lines, Guangzhou-Hankou (South) and Guangzhou-Jiulong: 
the top rates for ordinary drivers was $2.65-$2.67 and the lowest rate $1.35-$1.50. 
Any perceived integration was weaker for locomotive firemen, who in time 
might expect to be 
promoted to drivers. Fig 5.3 Wage range for firemen, 1933 
and more so for engine 
cleaners from whose 
ranks firemen were 
commonly recruited. 
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uniformity among the 
lines for the top rate 
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in most instances it was 
about the same or 
slightly higher than the 
entry rate for drivers. Several northern lines had firemen on top rates between $1.30 
and $1.50 a day, though most were lower. The Guangdong lines had the highest rates 
for firemen on any line. Engine cleaners were classed as unskilled, and on most lines 
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engine cleaner than fireman or driver. There are exceptions. The Guangdong lines 
paid minimum rates higher than the top rate on most railways. 
Fig 5.4 Wage range of engine cleaners, 1933 
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low-high distribution of 
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cleaners (Fig 5.5) 
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grades. A youth who 
wanted to become a 
driver commonly 
started on the railways 
as an engine cleaner in 
a locomotive shed, stepped up to a fireman, and after several years stoking and relief-
driving was promoted to driver. The switch between fireman and driver on most lines 
is sharply defined in the formal wage scale: the top rate for the fireman is about the 
entry rate for the driver. 
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Fig 5.5 Comparison of wage differentials for 
locomotive drivers, firemen and engine 
cleaners, 1933 
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an engine cleaner to 
fireman. The top rate 
is sometimes much 
higher than the entry-
level rate for a 
fireman. This is 
probably because an 
engine cleaner might 
be the end of a career 
path in itself or the 
path to a semi-skilled 
job other than that of 
a fireman, such as a 
tradesman's mate. 
Considerable 
diversity is evident in the range of wages paid to other locomotive grades, whatever 
the skill level. The scale for carpenters (Fig 5.6) shows little evidence of any railway 
wage for this trade, nor a wage margin for skill expressed in terms of the spread in 
wage rates. Blacksmiths (Fig 5.7) on many of the north China lines had a fairly 
common minimum rate of 50-60 cents and a top rate of $1.70-$2.00; the 
exceptionally high rate of $2.60 on the Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou line again 
reflects the higher demand for these skills in the urban and industrially more 
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developed lower Yangzi region. This is also a tenable explanation for the higher rates 
on this line for railway fitters (Fig 5.8). Otherwise the rates for fitters varied between 
railways. The wages scale for workshop laborers (Fig 5.9) varied widely too.^^ 
Caution is needed in using the highest and lowest rates for inter-line 
comparisons. The range tells us little about the common prevailing wage rates. We 
are unable to say, for example, whether most drivers received wages on the lower end 
of the range, on the upper end, or were evenly distributed across the spread of rates. 
We cannot say how much most drivers received, nor are we able to say whether the 
common wage for a driver was similar between lines with similar highest and lowest 
range of wage rates. To establish whether the highest-lowest data adequately 
reflected differences in wages paid between lines we would need to look at the wages 
books of individual lines for the wages actually paid. With this data we would be 
able to determine the common prevailing wage and relate it to the highest-lowest 
data. 
Just such an analysis of wages books was used by Liu Xinquan in his 1933 study 
of the Beiping-Liaoning, Beiping-Hankou, Beiping-Suiyuan and Qingdao-Jinan lines 
for 1920-29. The study shows some of the same features seen in the charted 
38 
differences above for the wages of drivers, fireman and engine cleaners. Drivers on 
the Beiping-Liaoning Railway were paid on average nearly twice the wage paid to 
drivers on the other three lines during the 1920s. In 1928 they took home $63.57 a 
month (equivalent to $2.27 a day) compared with $35.21 ($1.26 a day) on the 
Beiping-Hankou, $34.98 ($1.25 a day) on the Beiping-Suiyuan and $37.47 ($1.34 a 
day) on the Qingdao-Jinan lines.^^ Liu Xinquan's data for the average wages of 
firemen parallels the highest and lowest range shovm in Fig 5.3 above. Firemen on 
the Beiping-Suiyuan Railway earned on average a lot less than those on the other 
lines whose firemen took home, on average, wages which differed only slightly. The 
average wage of firemen on the Beiping-Liaoning line was slightly higher than the 
Beiping-Hankou and Qingdao-Jinan lines, though both these lines are shown above 
as having a higher top rate for firemen than that on the Beiping-Liaoning Railway."^® 
" The designator for these jobs in the labor statistics were mujiang (carpenters), tiegong 
(blacksmiths), xiangpeijiang or jijiang (railway fitters) and xiaogong (workshop laborers). 
Liu Xinquan, "Huabei tielu gongren gongzi tongji", pp. 302-04. 
" ibid., Table 10, p. 303. 
^^  ibid. In 1928, for example, the Beiping-Liaoning firemen were paid an average wage of $23.94 a 
month (86 cents a day) compared with $21.51 (77 cents a day) on the Beiping-Hankou, $22.70 
(81 cents a day) on the Qingdao-Jinan, and $17.12 (61 cents a day) on the Beiping-Suiyuan. 
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Fig 5.6 Wagesof railway carpenters, 1933 
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Fig 5.8 Wage range for railway fitters, 1933 
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Fig 5.7 Wagesof railway blacksmiths, 1933 
3.00 
2.50 .. 
2 . 0 0 -
1.50 
1.00 
0.50 
0.00 
I T . 
QC a: OH a: 
X Q- X 
CO H CQ CQ 
z 
OH OH CO X m - I 
Source: see Fig 5.2 
a: q: cc q: q: -> t- a -> -J fc 52-
O N S z o a: a: 
X X 
O O 
Fig 5.9 Wage range for railway workshop 
laborers, 1933 
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Explaining the difference spreads of wage rates What do these charts tell us about 
wage rates on the Chinese National Railways in the early 1930s? Firstly, the regional 
character of the upper limits of wage rates for any job is clear. Higher rates were 
generally paid in the south — the Guangzhou-Jiulong Railway and on the lower 
Yangzi valley Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou Railway — than on the north and central 
railways. This is evident for most tradesmen occupations as well as unskilled jobs, 
such as engine cleaner and workshop laborer. 
Competition for skilled and experienced industrial labor probably pushed up 
wage rates in the Shanghai-Nanjing and Guangzhou-Hongkong areas. In Shanghai 
there were a variety of opportimities for workers with machinery and metal-working 
skills: the shipbuilding industry, such as the Jiangnan Shipyard and foreign-owned 
shipyards; the machinery and metals industry, either as employees or proprietor-
operated jobbing shops; mvmicipal utilities, including the tramways, electric power 
and water-reticulation. In the south, the shipyards, factories and utilities of 
Guangzhou and Hongkong created a similar demand for skilled labor. The major 
exception to the north-south divide was for drivers. Locomotive drivers on the 
Tianjin-Pukou and Beiping-Liaoning lines could earn up to $3 a day, the same as 
those on the Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou Railway. The explanation for higher wage 
rates for drivers on these northern lines which passed through Tianjin is probably the 
greater demand for skilled labor in the more developed Tianjin-Tangshan area."*' 
Secondly, integration of the labor market for railway workers at a national level 
was loose or non-existent for most occupations. The extent of integration at any 
particular time, I have assumed, is indicated by the differences in the range of wage 
rates: the smaller the wage gap between the railways for a particular occupation the 
greater the degree of labor market integration. Only for locomotive drivers is there 
any degree of cross-line wage rate convergence, and only for some north China lines. 
Despite the obvious difficulties in using low-and-highest data for such an assessment, 
the conclusion is that local labor market factors seemed the main determinant of a 
particular rate. This seems all the more true for the other manual grades. Lines which 
recruited their workers from the same region, such as those radiating from Beiping 
(Beijing), would tend to pay similar rates for the same job. 
Thirdly, building on the above point, there was a connection between wage rates 
on a railway and the native place (jiguan) of the workers. The minimum rates for 
unskilled railway labor and the rates for the simpler skills such as carpentry seem to 
indicate a link with the prevailing rates in the rural areas from which workers were 
recruited. At work was a process similar to what has been called labor segmentation, 
the operation "of structural and qualitative differences in the jobs and the labor 
market through which workers secure their livelihood.""^^ The idea of labor 
ibid., pp. 294-302. The skilled rates on the Beiping-Liaoning Railway in particular were generally 
higher than those paid on other north China lines. 
David M. Gordon, Richard Edwards and Michael Reich, Segmented Work, Divided Workers: The 
Historical Transformation of Labor in the United States, (Cambridge, 1982), p. 2. 
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segmentation can help to explain the character of the labor market. An earlier chapter 
showed that more than 90% of the manual grades came from a handful of provinces 
— two-thirds, in fact, from the three provinces of Shandong, Hebei and Henan — 
though there was a big difference between any two lines in the "ethnic" composition 
of their workforce. 
Segmentation of the workforce arising from native-place divisions would lessen 
any integration of the market for railway labor. The argument is based on two 
premises. Firstly, if the workforce of a particular railway is recruited from one or two 
areas only, the range of wage levels will be narrow reflecting the price of equivalent 
labor in the recruitment area, and ultimately the rates for farm labor in that area; if 
the recruitment area is broader — more heterogeneous — the spread in the rates from 
lowest to highest will be wider. Secondly, the greater the degree of 
commercialisation in the recruitment area — in other words, the greater the variety 
and opportunities for income generation — the more diverse and generally higher 
will be the wages.'^^ Several examples will demonstrate the argument. 
The Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou Railway, which recruited predominantly from 
the highly commercialised Yangzi provinces of Jiangsu and Zhejiang as well as from 
Shandong and Hebei, had the widest spread of rates and the highest rates found on 
any line in 1933. Jiangsu and Zhejiang workers were heavily concentrated in the 
locomotive department, the highest paid group of railway workers, while those from 
north China almost outnumbered local (Jiangsu) recruits in the engineering 
department, the department which had the largest number of unskilled and low-paid 
workers."^ This "ethnic" distribution among departments indicate that local recruits 
were less prepared to take the poorest paid jobs than northerners; the better-paying 
alternatives on the farm or in industry in the Shanghai-Nanjing area inclined locals to 
spurn track work."*^ The commuted cash day rates for farm labor in counties along the 
Nanjing-Shanghai line were 50-70 cents a day compared with 30-40 cents for the less 
accessible counties in Hebei and Shandong."^^ While the Guangdong lines had the 
The argument is an adaptation of Thomas Rawski's discussion of industrial and farm wages, and his 
and Lillian Li's observations on labor market integration and segmentation. Rawski, Economic 
Growth in Prewar China, Chapter 6; "Introduction: Chinese History in Economic Perspective", 
Rawski and Lillian M. Li, eds, Chinese History in Economic Perspective (Berkeley, 1992), pp. 
14-15, 16-17. 
See Chapter 3, in particular Fig 3.3. 
The provincial origin data hides a major division in die Shanghai area workforce. The "local" 
Jiangsu recruits would include workers from Subei, north Jiangsu, who worked in many of the 
poorer paid occupations in Shanghai, and who had more in common with their Hubei and 
Shandong brothers than with local Shanghai workers. The Jiangsu provincials employed on the 
track gangs were probably recruited from north Jiangsu which shares a border with Shandong, 
Hubei and Anhui provinces. Elizabeth Perry notes that at the Jiangnan Arsenal in Shanghai the 
South China artisans would exclude any Subei applicants from apprenticeships. Elizabeth J. 
Perry, Shanghai on Strike: The Politics of Chinese Labor (Stanford, 1993), p. 36. 
Buck, Statistics, pp. 328-29. The Buck data is difficuh to use for a realistic comparison of the rates 
operating in a core area such as along the Nanjing-Shanghai Railway and periphery areas in 
Jiangsu or north China counties because most of the wage data in the survey comes from 
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highest degree of native-place homogeneity among railway workers, the level of 
commercialisation and the opportunities for employment in Hongkong, especially for 
skilled workers, made for high rates. 
Labor segmentation also affected the railways of north China, an area which was 
in general less highly commercialised than east or south China. This was reflected in 
the north-south difference in the absolute levels of wage rates mentioned earlier. The 
recruitment by the north China lines from Hebei, Henan and Shandong provinces 
made for a tendency towards uniformity in their wage rates for a particular 
occupation, though the absolute wage levels varied slightly between the railways. A 
significant exception was the Beiping-Liaoning Railway. Skilled workers on the 
Beiping-Liaoning were paid up to 50% more than those on the Beiping-Hankou, 
Beiping-Suiyuan and Qingdao-Jinan lines."*^ The rates for unskilled and semiskilled, 
though, were about the same as the three other lines. This differentiation of rates for 
skill on the Beiping-Liaoning was a function of two factors. Firstly, the Tangshan-
Tianjin area was commercialised, with many opportunities for non-farm 
employment.'*^ Farm labor cash rates in the counties around Tangshan and Tianjin 
were high, too, up to 50 cents a day in the 1930s. The farm rates elsewhere in Hubei 
were around 25-35 cents a day compared with the entry rates for unskilled workshop 
laborers of about 40 cents day.'*^ Secondly, as noted in the chapter on recruitment and 
origin, many of the skilled workers at the Tangshan Works, and in other industries in 
the area, had been recruited from Guangdong and were able to command higher 
wages. 
The higher wages which had historically been paid to the Cantonese mechanics 
at Tangshan had a remarkable effect on the organisation of skill within the Beiping-
Liaoning Railway. Skilled workers comprised less than 33-40% of the workshop 
workforce in the 1920s and unskilled workers more than 43%. On the other lines the 
ranks of skilled comprised more than half their workshop workforce, the Qingdao-
counties near railway lines, zones that were more highly commercialised. For example, Jimo 
county in Shandong near Qingdao paid a commuted day rate of 90 cents (43 cents in cash) 
compared with Wujin county (also a highly commercialised area) near Shanghai where 72 cents 
a day (35 cents in cash) was reported. Shandong's Enxian county reported a cash rate of 8 cents 
a day and with board a commuted equivalent of 27 cents. 
Liu Xinquan, "Huabei tielu gongren gongzi tongji", p. 298. 
Labor market pressures in the setting of wage rates arising from the level of economic development 
in the region were also factors for the Kailuan coal mine. Demand for labor from the railways 
and other industries pushed up rates, and this was especially a problem affecting skilled rates in 
the mid-1920s. Yan Guanghua and Ding Changqing, "Jiu Kailuan meikuang gongren gongzi 
shuiping poxi" (Analysis of workers' wages at Old Kailuan Coal Mine), Nankai jingji yanjiusuo 
niankan, 1981-1982 (Tianjin, 1983), pp. 323, 324-25. 
Yearly rates were highest at Baodi, Fengrun, Ninghe, Linyu and Changli, exceeding $50 a year at 
the upper end. The prevailing farm rates for day labor at Ninghe was 34 cents a day ($0.24-.50) 
and at Fengrun 35 cents ($0.24-.51). The lowest rates were at Pinggu county in the hills near the 
Great Wall. Zhang Peigang, "E'bei Chadong sanshisan xian nongcun gaikuang diaocha" (A rural 
survey of 33 counties in northern Hebei and eastern Chahar), Shehui kexue zazhi (Quarterly 
Review of Social Sciences), Vol. 6 No. 2 (June 1935), pp. 289-94, 309-10. 
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Jinan having 74-80% of its locomotive department workers classified skilled/® In 
response to the significantly higher wages paid for tradesmen skill built into the 
ethnic segmentation of the workforce, the management of the Beiping-Liaoning 
changed the internal organisation of work to reduce the proportion of the workforce 
for which a skill premium had to be paid. The reorganisation of the labor is shown in 
a greater division of labour in the locomotive department than among other railways. 
In other words, some jobs which were considered skilled on other lines were 
eliminated or classified differently, as semi- or unskilled. These were jobs which 
would be filled with local recruits, and for which workers of Guangdong origin 
would not compete for nor be recruited to fill, thus avoiding the skill premium.^' 
In summary, this section has shown that none of the railways, even the north 
China lines emanating from Beiping in the 1930s, had the same wage rates for any 
manual grade occupation. Several characteristics were clear. Local labor market 
conditions appeared to have been instrumental in the setting of the prevailing rates. A 
wide spread of wage rates was associated with a greater "ethnic" diversity in the 
workforce. These ethnic divisions were of special importance for the employees of 
the workshop branch, affecting access to particular jobs, the level of wages and the 
structuring of the labor process, such as where there was a premium for skill we see 
a substitution of lesser skilled labor through a reorganisation of work. 
Sources of income and actual earnings 
Wage rates are not the same as actual earnings. Although the nominal wage rates 
approximated the actual take-home pay of railwaymen, actual earnings were affected 
by other factors. These include the payment of allowances and supplements, 
deductions such as fines, and irregular income including the theft of railway 
property. Liu Xinquan discovered that for most purposes actual earnings differed 
little from the formal wage rates." However, an unusual amount of overtime in one 
month or a big fine might effect a significant change, albeit temporarily, in an 
individual worker's income. In this section the sources of income will be discussed. 
Liu Xinquan, "Huabei tielu gongren gongzi tongji", p. 290. 
A few details from the locomotive department of the Beiping-Hankou and Beiping-Liaoning, the 
largest railways with the most sophisticated workshops, illustrates the difference in skill 
manning levels. The BHR's 5359 locomotive employees were classified into 120 jobs and the 
BLR's 5917 employees in 126 jobs. General laborers at the BHR works comprised 5.7% of the 
workforce but 12.5% on the BLR. The different structure of skill is shown in boiler making (the 
BHR numbers are in parentheses). On the BLR the chief boilermakers numbered 13 (12), 
assistant chief 0 (6), ordinary boilermakers 205 (170), assistant ordinary 12 (0), boilermaker 
mates 91 (183), boilermaker laborers 59 (0). All those with boilermaker appellations on the BHR 
were classified skilled or semiskilled and numbered 406, while only 286 of the 345 posts with a 
boiler making prefix on the BLR could be considered skilled or semiskilled. Guoyou tielu 
laogong, 1, pp. 42, 58. 
" Liu Xinquan, "Huabei tielu gongren gongzi tongji", p. 323. 
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Actual earnings. The organisation of work was the main reason why the actual 
earnings of railway workers differed little from the formal wage rates. Railway 
workers were paid time rates rather than the piece rates which applied in many 
modem enterprises, such as textile mills and cigarette factories. Once a railway 
workshop employee, for example, had picked up their name or number pai (token) — 
the equivalent to pushing a card into a punch clock — they would be paid for that 
day whatever happened." Nevertheless, actual earnings could be affected by various 
forms of supplements, deductions and compensations. As a rule the manual grade 
employees received non-wage benefits that were far inferior to those of staff-level 
employees, some of whose supplements might even exceed their base rate. '^^  
Railway housing was a coveted non-wage supplement. However, housing or a 
housing allowance was mainly provided to senior staff, supervisory-level or senior 
tradesmen, and railway police." A housing allowance was only paid to Nanjing-
Shanghai employees who were on more than $35 a month. ^ ^ This was unlike the 
practice in 19th Century Britain of providing housing to a wide range of employees, 
including manual grades.^^ Few manual grade Chinese railwaymen enjoyed railway 
housing, though they commonly lived in communities of railway families. Foremen 
at Changxindian in the 1910s provided board for new rural recruits without local 
families in a system called guohuo (literally: pot and board). The worker Wang 
Chimrong recalled of his early days at Changxindian: 
We ate the foreman's rice, lived under his roof and obeyed his word, the lives of 
everyone bound together (dahuor) — that is the meaning of guohuo. When I 
began Yang Wenrui [the foreman] didn't let me enter the plant; instead, I worked 
at his home. Still my pai 'r (token) was hung. At that time my nominal wage was 
$9 a month, but each month Yang only gave me $7 and in addition I had to pay 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
Xu Xiehua, Tielu laogong wenti, p. 88. At Changxindian a permanent worker was called a changpai 
(long ticket) and a casual worker a duanpai (short ticket). Beifang de hongxing — Changxindian 
jiche cheliang gongchang liushi nian (Red star of die north — 60 years of the Changxindian 
locomotive and rolling stock plant), (Beijing, 1960), p. 8. 
SHA 673/84. "1936 niandu yuangong xinjin fen gaisuan" (Budgetary estimate for dispersal of 
salaries and allowances for employees, 1936 financial year). The CEO's salary for the year was 
budgeted at $6,600 and another $7,800 for expenses and allowances; in the traffic department 
each section head was to average $3,285 in salary and $1,760 allowances, while the station 
hands averaged $260 salary and $51 in allowances; and in the engineering department the track 
workers averaged $296, no allowances, but provision was made for up to $61 each in overtime 
during the year. 
SHA 538/2506. December 1926. Several Tianjin-Pukou Railway Dezhou section engineering 
department supervisors were paid $5 a month rent allowances. 
Around 1930 the housing allowance was: $5 a month for a salary of $35-99 a month; $25 for a 
salary of $100-149; $35 for a salary of $150-199; and $50 for a salary of $200 or more. 
Shanghai tielu gongren yundong shi (A history of the Shanghai railway workers' movement), 
(Beijing, 1991), p. 21. 
Eviction from company housing for British railwaymen was a moderating influence on industrial 
militancy. Philip S. Bagwell, The Railwaymen (London, 1963), pp. 21, 191, 220. 
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him another $5 for board, leaving just $2. In every way I was his [possession] and 
you could never think of helping your family [in the village] 
This system was similar to the board and apprenticeship arrangements that operated 
in the metal shops of Tianjin at this time.^^ Also made explicit in the quote from 
Wang is the pervasive practice at this time of foremen taking a cut of the wages of 
those who he had hired and whose work he directed.^® 
Engineering department track workers were often housed in work camps or lived 
in track-side sheds (pengfang) from which on several lines they derived their name, 
penggong (shed-laborer). Accommodation of a better quality was provided for 
engineering and traffic department workers at the smaller stations on the Nanjing-
Shanghai-Hangzhou Railway. At the Wusongzhen station, for example, the 13 
engineering workers lived in railway houses {daofang) while the nine traffic workers 
were accommodated at the station.^' In the 1930s efforts were made to improve the 
housing of employees. One of the aims of the compulsory savings schemes of the 
day was to help fund construction of employee housing. Around 1934 the Nanjing-
Shanghai-Hangzhou Railway provident fund management committee {shanchujin 
guanli weiyuanwei) planned to build cottages for employees at rent of $20 a month, 
but none of the workers signed on for a cottage, preferring to rent private housing 
{minfang) at $7 or $8 a month." Little building of employee housing occurred on this 
line until the Wusong Works was relocated to Qinshuyan, near Changzhou, in 1936-
37, when multi-storey dormitories and family cottages were built.^^ 
Manual grade railway workers in north China commonly received four types of 
supplements: a travelling and meal allowance, a kerosene allowance, a year-end 
bonus, and extra payments associated with commendations {jiangli)!'^ The travelling 
allowance (chuchaifei) was mostly paid to train crews and maintenance gangs who 
worked away from home. In December 1926 the rebuilding of a switch on the 
Dezhou section of the Tianjin-Pukou line saw several workers despatched to the 
scene. Among them, the work supervisor Liu Fuxin drew an allowance of $9, the 
'' Beifang de hongxing, pp. 8-9, 23-28; quote from p. 25. 
Gail Hershatter, The Workers of Tianjin, 1900-1949 (Stanford, 1986), Chapter 4. 
In Chapter 3 on recruitment I gave examples of these practices for the Wusong Works in the 1910-
20s, such as, Wusong 8(6) #447. "Laonian gongren zuotanhui" (Elderly workers discussion 
group), manuscript notes of the meeting, December 1958. This practice was by no means unique 
to China. Foremen on the north American railways took bribes, gifts and a cut of their men's 
wages too. Licht, Working for the Railroad, pp. 55-56. 
SHA 457/294/131. Annual surveys of workers' wages, numbers, conditions, etc, 1933-37. 
^^ Baofengyuzhong de huochetou: Qinshuyan jiche cheliang gongchang gongren douzhengshi, 1898-
1949 (Locomotives in tempest: the history of workers struggles at the Qinshuyan locomotive 
and rolling stock plant, 1898-1949), (Nanjing, 1962), p. 37. 
SHA 685/126, "Changzhou gongchang gaikuang" (General state of the Changzhou [Qinshuyan] 
workshops), July 1942. This Japanese administration report included photographs of the 
employee housing. Although a few of the original cottages remained when I visited the archives 
of the Qinshuyan Works in May 1992, redevelopment was to be completed by 1995. 
64 Liu Xinquan, "Huabei tielu gongren gongzi tongji", pp. 322-23. 
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blacksmith Zhou Hongsheng drew $3 and the worker Hou Yumin, who escorted to 
the job the 26 sleepers required, was paid a 40 cents chuchaifei.^^ Train crews of the 
Beiping-Liaoning line staged several disputes in the 1920s over meal allowances 
such as the spring 1928 campaign which culminated in more than 200 locomotive 
department workers surrounding the department chiefs train at Goubangzi and not 
allowing it to move until he authorised payment of a 12 cent a day meal allowance.^® 
A kerosene lighting allowance {dengyoujin) was paid to a minority of workers 
on north China lines whose duties required them to travel to work during darkness.^^ 
Coal was often a matter of contention. Sometimes strikes would include the demand 
for railway-provided coal, such as the strike at Yinkou in December 1930.®^ 
Generally the railways were reluctant to provide coal even in coal-producing areas 
such as Tangshan, though the Kailuan Coal Mine supplied its staff and some skilled 
workers with coal by the 1920s.®^ Free travel or travel at reduced rates for other than 
work-related purposes was made available to some railwaymen by a 1918 regulation 
of the Ministry of Communication/" In 1924 on the Tianjin-Pukou only the 
supervisory staff of Dezhou section of the engineering department were recorded to 
have benefited from this regulation/' 
Overtime, productivity incentives and the year-end bonus payments were 
significant additions to a railwaymen's income. We are better able to quantify their 
contribution to actual earnings than we are for the allowances above. Paid overtime 
added $3.52 to the whole-line average monthly wage of $19.73 on the Beiping-
Hankou Railway in 1928, a sum equal to about 4.5 working days.^^ For the 1920s 
Liu Xinquan calculated that the four-line average for monthly actual earnings always 
exceeded the wage rates, though for one line — the Qingdao-Jinan Railway — the 
actual earnings were consistently less than the formal wage rates.^^ 
The difference between actual earnings and the wage rates rarely exceeded the 
equivalent of three days' wages, and then usually positive. There were exceptions. 
SHA 538/2506/076. List of travelling expenses and allowances for the third subsection, Dezhou 
section engineering department, December 1926. The nine supervisors on this subsection drew 
between $24.60 and $31 each for the month to provide away-from-home night accommodation 
for their work crews. 
^ Zhongguo tielu gongren yundongshi dashiji, 1881-1949 (Major events in the history of the Chinese 
railway workers movement), (Beijing, 1987), p. 161. 
Liu Xinquan, "Huabei tielu gongren gongzi tongji", p. 323. 
Zhongguo tielu gongren, p. 197. 
Yan Guanghua and Ding Changqing, "Jiu Kailuan meikuang gongren", p. 316. 
™ Lou Yee-wen, Les oeuvres sociales dans les chemins de fere chinos (Paris, 1937), p. 58, cited in 
Chesneaux, Chinese Labor, p. 51. 
'' SHA 538/2514. All free passes or concession tickets for families which were approved and 
recorded in the file were issued to works supervisors, foremen, gang-masters and staff-level 
employees. None were issued to ordinary railway workers. 
^^  Liu Xinquan, "Huabei tielu gongren gongzi tongji", p. 324, Table 18. 
" ibid. 
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The four-line average actual earnings for unskilled workers in 1929 was $16.25 a 
month, $3.41 above the average wage rate; in the same year skilled workers on the 
Qingdao-Jinan line took home $2.14 less than their average wage rate of $31.49, 
while those on the Beiping-Hankou line pocketed $4.65 above the average wage rate 
of $29.81 a month.^'* The pattern is more complex for the railway works: in 1920-21 
and 1923 the four-line averages of the actual earnings were less than wage rates.^^ 
Nominal wages had risen sharply in 1922-23 as a result of strikes and perhaps the 
lower actual earnings represent reduced overtime in response to increased wages. 
The year-end bonus was "the most important" of other income.^^ Bonus pay 
varied between lines but was commonly equivalent to one or two months' pay, 
conditional on an unblemished record. In other words, the lump sum was equivalent 
to between 8% and 16% of annual wages. The railway regulations allowed the part or 
full payment of the year-end bonus as a type of severance pay when workers left the 
railways, voluntarily or due to death. In the 1930s Beiping-Liaoning railwaymen who 
left the line were eligible for a full year's bonus of two months' pay (wage plus any 
regular allowance) as long as they had worked more than six months of that year 
without discipline infnngement. If they had worked less than six months but more 
than three months, they could draw a half bonus of one month's pay. The bonus was 
also paid out to the family of a worker who had died during the year and who had 
fulfilled the other conditions. Several wives of deceased workers at this time not only 
sought compensation from the railway for the death of their husbands, but they also 
applied for and were paid any bonuses owed.^^ 
Each railway administration had rules and regulations which provided for a 
range of commendation awards, discipline penalties and compensation payouts. The 
incidence of all of these was low. Liu Xinquan observed that for every 1,000 workers 
there were no more than 10 incidences a month where a worker was recorded to have 
received a reward or had their pay docked. The affect on actual earnings was 
78 
insignificant, he concluded. They were not necessarily insignificant for an 
individual worker. In early 1933 the Beiping-Liaoning police recommended rewards 
to three traffic department employees who had uncovered illegal shipments of opium. 
The porter Dong Kaixin was awarded 67 cents for the detection of a passenger 
carrying 200 grams of opium, the Qianmen Station baggage clerk Zeng Jichang was 
'"ibid., pp. 326-27, Table 19. 
ibid., pp. 328-32, especially Table 20 and Table 21. 
' ' ibid., p. 338. 
" SHA 215/2080. "Lizhi yuangong qing ling jiangjin qingqiushu" (Petitions requesting the bonus 
from employees leaving the railway service), January-August 1934. Termination payment 
correspondence no. 2733, 30 June 1934, and correspondence no. 2645, 23 June 1934, approving 
the payment of the bonus to the wives of the deceased telephonist Liu Zhugan and car attendant 
Wang Desheng. The same file contains the application for compensation by wife of Wang 
Desheng, dated January 1934. Wang fell from a train and died, 20 October 1933. 
^^  Liu Xinquan, "Huabei tielu gongren gongzi tongji", p. 323. 
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paid $30.08 for detecting a bag with 13.2 kilograms, and Wang Endi received $86.63 
for uncovering 32.2 kilograms.^^ 
If rewards for good service were somewhat of a rarity in the personnel files, the 
most widespread deduction, fines for infringement of rules or poor work, were not. 
Discipline procedures, which were discussed in the previous chapter, included 
warnings, citations and suspensions as well as fines. Fines might range from a trivial 
amount to a huge impost. During his service the fireman He Zhanglin was several 
80 
times fined a day's wages for failing to report for duty. Another fireman, Wang 
Chenglin, was twice fined when an engine cleaner for presenting a dirty locomotive, 
12 cents in February 1924 and 80 cents in September 1925.^' In May 1908 the 82 
watchman Liu Fengyou was fined $3 for stealing an empty cement drum. The 
driver Men Jiyuan was fined three days' wages for allegedly feigning a sudden 
illness on 3 January 1933, refusing to drive the locomotive and causing a one-hour 
delay.^^ Loafing on the job cost the mechanic Hao Yongxun a four-day suspension. 
The highest fine seen in the persormel records was served on the fireman Gao Jingbo. 
He was held accountable for an accident at Fengtai on 19 January 1927 and was fined 85 $23.56, equivalent to wages for 47 days. Although these disciplinary penalties were 
recorded in the files, others were probably not. They were an arbitrary "squeeze" by 
86 supervisors without reference to formal rules. 
Another type of deduction was the railway-run compulsory savings schemes. 
Several lines had savings schemes and by the 1930s they were being promoted by the 
Ministry of Railways. Late in 1931 the ministry issued a directive which proscribed a 
scale of wage and salary deductions per month for a compulsory savings scheme and 
assistance fund.^^ The savings scheme was to fund pensions and the assistance fund 
was for short-term layoff or illness support. Deduction for savings ranged from 2% 
of wages for those on $20-$99 a month to 5% for those above $300; the assistance 
fund contribution was set at 5% of salary for those on $20, declining to 2% for those 
above $200 a month.^^ The combined deduction totalled about 7% of the monthly 
pay. These are large sums, and offer considerable potential for abuse and 
' ' SHA 215/552. Beiping-Liaoning Railway, Office of Police, correspondence no. 76, 23 January 
1933. 
SHA 215/1726. Application for compensation by wife of He Zhanglin. 16 August 1938. 
SHA 215/1727. Application for compensation by wife of Wang Chenglin. 12 April 1939. 
SHA 215/1726. Application for compensation by stepmother Liu Fengyou. 1 June 1938. 
" SHA 215/2013/05-11. Correspondence and directives on the incident, 6-12 January 1933. 
SHA 215/1726. application for compensation by wife of Hao Yongxun. September 1938. 
SHA 215/1727. Application for compensation by wife of Gao Jingbo. May 1939. 
Beifang de hongxing, pp. 20-22, for accounts of arbitrary exactions by foremen and supervisors. 
" SHA 215/2116/3-7. Regulations for staff and workers' savings schemes. Ministry of Railways, 
general directive no. 1808, 31 December 1931. 
^^  ibid. See the accounts of the scheme for the Beiping-Liaoning general affairs department as an 
example of the implementation of the scale for both sets of deductions, SHA 215/2116/35-38. 
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embezzlement, yet there is little discussion about how these funds were administered. 
They have been largely ignored in the literature. An exception is a brief account of 
the provident fund set up in 1925 on the Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou line which is 
dismissed as merely a scheme to control workers and fleece them of their wages.^^ 
Arrears in the payment of wages and bonuses were frequent in the 1920s. Most 
wage arrears arose from the disruptions of the civil war when the revenues of a 
railway, already reduced by fighting, were diverted to the coffers of the warlord 
controlling the region through which the line passed. In these circumstances wages 
were paid late, in the non-convertible paper currency or bonds of the local warlord, 
only in part, or not at all. In December 1928 a CCP journal reported that all railway 
workers in Henan, Shandong, and the Beijing-Tianjin areas had been affected. It 
reported that wages were up to 18 months behind, commonly at least four or five 
months in arrears, and in lieu of cash railwaymen were sometimes issued with a bag 
of flour; when paid cash wages they received paper money that could only be 
exchanged for goods at a 20-30% discount to its face value.^° 
The extent of the wage arrears problem in the late 1920s is discussed by Liu 
Xinquan.^' For the three years 1925-27 the Beiping-Liaoning line was able to pay the 
workers' wages, though not their year-end bonus. On the Beiping-Hankou line the 
situation was a bit more confused: wages were sometimes paid, other times not. 
Between 1926 and 1928 arrears ranged from one or two months each year to four-six 
months; all bonus awards had been in arrears from 1925 to 1933. The operating 
deficit on the Beiping-Suiyuan line was so bad that in 1926 no wages were issued 
between January and July, and only two-thirds of the nominal rate was issued in 
August; in 1927 neither October nor November's wages were paid and only half 
wages were paid in December; and in 1928 wages were not paid in April and May, 
and only half in June. The problem persisted into the 1930s, despite initiatives of the 
Nanjing regime to clear the past debt.^^ 
Other problems of an ordinary commercial kind also lead to arrears. The 
faltering cash flow of the Pingxiang Coal Mine and the Zhuzhou-Pingxiang Railway 
was the catalyst for the Anyuan railway and colliery strike of September 1922. The 
company had been unable to pay wages for several months.^^ Wage arrears was the 
Q Q Shanghai tielu, pp. 21-22. 
Zhongguo gongren. No. 1 (December 1928), in Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo gongren, p. 470; Mi 
Rucheng, Diguozhuyiyu Zhongguo tielu, p. 549. 
" Liu Xinquan, "Huabei tielu gongren gongzi tongji", pp. 338-39. 
ibid., p. 338. For example, military disruption of the Beiping-Hankou in 1932 reduced the year-end 
bonus to two-weeks instead of one month. 
The workers' letter of demand of 11 September 1922 sent to the mine manager and the chief of the 
railway demanded that the management ensure the protection of the workers' club, that they 
contributed $100 a month to the welfare and educational activities of the club, and that they 
clear all past wage arrears within seven days. When this was refused, the workers expanded the 
log of claims to 17 items, including a general pay rise. Anyuan kuanglu gongren yundong (The 
Anyuan mine and railway workers' movement), Vol. 1 (Beijing, 1990), pp. 38,41-42. 
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reason for several strikes around this time, including strikes on the Guangzhou-
Hankou and Beiping-Suiyuan lines.^'* In such circumstances it is not surprising that 
railwaymen turned to private trading, smuggling, and theft to make ends meet. 95 
The impact of irregular income on actual earnings is unmeasurable because it 
was mostly illegal, or at best an infringement of the railway's rules. Smuggling, 
private trading and theft were its principal types. Opium smuggling was rife among 
railwaymen. One of the often neglected reasons for the first major strike on the 
Guangzhou-Hankou (North) line in September 1922 — a strike closely associated 
with Mao Zedong's leadership of the Hunan labor movement at this time — was the 
shipping of opium.^^ Steps against trafficking quickened in the 1930s. In early 1933 
the Ministry of Railways and the Ministry of Communications issued a directive 
prohibiting the use of opium in all transport companies, shipping firms and railways, 
especially among train staff and workers in the engine sheds.^^ Smuggling opium on 
98 
the running board of the locomotives was common. Its use in the 1930s was 
widespread among locomotive department employees of the Nanjing-Shanghai-
Q Q 
Hangzhou line. Traffic department employees had opportunities to engage in 
100 
trafficking too. Instructions were frequently issued to tighten inspection to prevent 
the traffic in opium, though the concern was chiefly the loss of revenue from un-
invoiced freight.Regulations to control the manufacturing and trafficking in 
narcotics were toughened in the mid-1930s. The death penalty was introduced for 
The Guangzhou-Hankou in May 1920, December 1920 and January 1921, the Beiping-Suiyuan in 
December 1921. Zhongguo tielu gongren, pp. 51-52, 55, 56, 63. Arrears on the Guangzhou-
Hankou were between two and four months reports Shen Bao, 26 May 1920, in Liu Mingkui, 
Zhongguo gongren, pp. 471-72. 
' ' These activities stemmed from, or were encouraged by, the failure of the railways to pay workers 
on time or to pay their bonus, or both, says Liu Xinquan, "Huabei tielu gongren gongzi tongji", 
p. 340, n,l. 
^ Few accounts of the strike mention that it arose from a supervisor beating a worker who was lax in 
watching over a supervisor's consignment of opium. When the Yue-Han Railway Federation of 
Workers' Clubs — for whom the CCP activist Guo Liang was the secretary — protested the 
beating and called for the dismissal of the supervisor, the worker was instead sacked. Zhao 
Qingxue, Guo Liang de gushi (The story of Guo Liang), p. 51, cited in Mi Rucheng, Diguozhuyi 
yu Zhongguo tielu, p. 571, n. 1. 
" SHA 215/552. Beiping-Liaoning Railway, Office of Police, directive no. 496, March 1933, 
conveying the instructions of the ministries to the locomotive and traffic section managers. 
' ' SHA 457/256, is wholly devoted to the Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou's instructions which prohibit 
drivers smuggling opium and the procedures for investigation of smuggling, 1930-1946. 
' ' SHA 685/19. Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou Railway, Wusong Works, minutes of a committee set up 
to combat opium addiction among works and engine shed employees, 27 December 1934. 
SHA 215/552. Beiping-Liaoning Railway, traffic department correspondence no. 322.32.21, 10 
June 1932, reports that police found 13 kg of opium in a bag carried into Qianmen Station by 
two teamen (chayi) wearing uniforms and badges. 
"" SHA 215/553. Beiping-Liaoning Superintendent of Traffic, instructions to traffic section chiefs at 
Tianjin, Tangshan and Shanhaiguan, November 1933. This was more so during the Japanese 
occupation. Ma Wenbiao, a passenger found with several kilograms of opium on which no tax 
had been paid, was detained by the police and handed over to the Tianjin Taxation Office. SHA 
215/1442. Police report no. 305, 16 April 1938, and correspondence no. 1207, 6 May 1938. 
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public servants, including employees of the state-owned r a i l w a y s . A n d much 
energy was devoted to the investigation of opium addiction among railwaymen. 103 
Railway employees also shipped on their own account other goods which were 
prohibited from time to time, and which were probably for sale or personal 
consumption. At Qiaimien Station on 23 September 1932 the railway guard Pan Fu 
was apprehended for an un-invoiced private shipment of grapes, dates and noodles. 
In the previous two weeks other employees had been detained for shipping bolts of 
wool yam and bags of general merchandise .Discovery could lead to dismissal as 
happened to Zhang Baolin who had shipped five sets of large earthenware pots.'°^ 
Trafficking in pelts and copper coinage was also p r o f i t a b l e . S h i p p i n g copper 
coinage from central China to the north was especially rewarding in 1932-33. The 
Japanese occupation of Manchuria had destabilised the copper-silver exchange rates 
in north China, such that $100 of silver coinage converted to copper coinage in 
Hubei, Henan, Anhui, Jiangsu or Shanghai when shipped to the Tianjin-Beijing area 
I Dfi 
could be exchanged for $120-140 of silver coins. In 1934, the inflow of copper 
coinage from Japanese-controlled Rehe (Jehol), which had begun soon after the 1 no 
Manchurian incident in late 1931, remained a worry. 
Taking home part of the job as remuneration — a perquisite — has a long 
history, a practice which early capitalism sought to re-define as t h e f t . C h i n e s e 
railwaymen also took a piece of their "work", usually old sleepers, coal and even 
rails. A young assistant stores manager at Tangshan, C. P. FitzGerald, observed that 
in many of the nearby villages there were small foundries which made agricultural 
implements, often from stolen rails. Small coal yards in villages along the railway 
were supplied with locomotive coal by passing trains whose firemen would shovel 
SHA 685/19. Nanjing-Shanghai Railway Wusong Works, administration directive no. 92, 9 March 
1935, on suppression of trafficking by railway police and employees; administration directive 
no. 172, 19 May 1935, conveying the Ministry of Railways' general directive no. 1464 which 
reproduced the prohibition ordinance from the Military Affairs Commission. 
Opium addiction among workers is discussed in Chapter 6. Medical and police reports exist for the 
Beiping-Liaoning and Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou lines, SHA 215, 457 and 685 series. 
SHA 215/559. Beiping-Liaoning Office of Police, correspondence no. 1123, 31 September 1932. 
Tang Guangyu (13 September 1932) and Li Zuofu (14 September 1932). SHA 215/559. 
SHA 215/579. Beiping-Liaoning Railway, Office of Police, report no. 46, 6 May 1933. 
SHA 215/1470, 1938. Various reports on shipments of pelts and copper coinage. 
SHA 215/556. Reports and directives on the suppression of smuggling of copper coinage, 1932-35. 
See Beiping-Liaoning Railway head of administration's directive 3 December 1932 to all section 
heads in the traffic department concerning the inflow of silver from the south, and the attached 
letter from the Beiping Municipal bureaux of fmance, public security and social affairs, 
correspondence no. 83, 19 November 1932; also, subsequent follow up directive to the traffic 
department, no. 992, 13 July 1933. 
SHA 215/556. Beiping-Liaoning Railway administration secret directive on the suppression of 
specie smuggling sent to the traffic and police departments, directive no. 1149, 29 August 1934. 
More wood left the British naval shipyards in the 17th and 18th centuries in the hands of 
shipwrights than as man o'war. E. P. Thompson, private communications, April 1985. 
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several fills into the yard on each pass. "Everyone knew; nothing could be done to 
stop it. The railway people were a fraternity who would never tell on each other.""' 
Not that that stopped some railway managers from trying to turn a few informers. 
The Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou administration, for example, drafted regulations of 
incentives and punishments to stem pilfering."^ In late 1935 one such special 
regulation contained 11 articles. The rewards seemed paltry for the amount of coal: 
for a report of the theft of 100-200 tonnes that resulted in the arrest of the person the 
reward was only 50 cents. It is hard to imagine that rewards of this size could tiom 
a person who FitzGerald considered saw the railways as a Active family: 
The railway people had come to treat the railway as a Chinese family on the grand 
scale — rather as if it was the establishment of a very great official of the imperial 
regime. It gave you a living — you and your family; in return you did its bidding; 
in return for that, you were allowed some liberties and indulgences. You must not 
go too far, but everyone new how far you could safely go. You could not be 
dismissed unless you committed a serious crime; a reasonable degree of 
peculation was not seen as a crime. If obviously useless and incompetent, you 
could be transferred — at the same salary — to some post as redundant as its 
occupant. However, no one could or should be deprived of their shengyi — their 
livelihood."'* 
Railwaymen did indeed earn a livelihood on the state railways of China. They made 
an income, had some degree of job security, and had a way of life which was 
perceived as quite good. We cannot know what most railwaymen thought of their lot 
in the 1920s — memoirs mainly report the "bad days" of "old China" — but this 
more favourable view is suggested if only by the negative evidence that labor 
turnover was tiny compared with some other industrial employment."^ Even in a 
labor-surplus economy that China was in the early 20th century workers do vote with 
their feet. Wages were low for most railwaymen, and presumably so were the living 
standards of many railway families. Still, other groups of workers were a lot worse 
off, as we shall see in the next section of this chapter. 
C. P. FitzGerald, Why China? Recollections of China, 1923-1950 (Melbourne, 1985), p. 45. 
SHA ASIISAA. "Fangzhi qiemei, deng, jiang-cheng banfa" (Reward and punishment methods for 
the prevention of the theft of coal, etc), 1929-37. 
SHA 457/544/020-24. Report of the committee for the drafting of provisional regulations to 
reward the reporting of coal theft, October 1935, and attached draft regulations. 
FitzGerald, Why China?, p. 39. 
In Tianjin flour mills between 1925 and 1929 net labor mmover was 110-150%, and gross labor 
turnover as high as 50% of the workforce was reported in some months. Flour milling, though, 
was seasonal. Mills often shutdown for several months or ran short weeks each year. Most 
workers were unskilled. Wang Zijian, "Tianjin mianfenchang gongren ji gongzi de yige yanjiu" 
(Wages and work hours of a flour mill in Tianjin), Shehui kexue zazhi (Quarterly Review of 
Social Sciences), Vol. 2 No. 4 (December 1931), pp. 456-61. 
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Long-run change in nominal wages 
Wage data from the personnel files of the Beiping-Liaoning Railway show a general 
rise in nominal wages from the late 1910s to the mid-1930s. All manual grades from 
the unskilled laborers and messengers, through to master tradesmen such as vehicle 
inspectors, obtained regular rises in their nominal wage rates. These were years in 
which the Chinese economy experienced a general inflationary trend, a trend which 
began in the mid-1880s. China was then on the silver standard, and the gradual 
demonetisation of silver from the late 19th century led to a decline in the value of 
silver relative to other commodities. As a result, commodity prices expressed in 
silver rose."^ Farm wages also rose."^ So too did grain prices and the price of 
processed foods in urban markets."^ 
In these circumstances, economic theory would suggest that rising farm wages 
and grain prices would combine to push up wages in the non-farm sector. Despite the 
level of surplus labor in China, industrial employers had to offer wage rates attractive 
to the on-farm alternative if they were to recruit workers. As food purchases at this 
time comprised more than half the average working class household budget, any 
sustained rise in grain prices would require a similar rise in nominal wages, 
especially since there was little or no "fat" in the wages of most workers to allow 
them to absorb price increases without h a r d s h i p . W e can see in Fig 5.10 the 
change in the average monthly nominal wages by skill classification for the Beiping-
Liaoning Railway which shows an upward movement that picked up pace from the 
late 1910s and early 1920s. 
SHA 215 series. The wage data in the personnel files are described in Chapter 1. The personnel 
files are bound with a small but valuable collection of compensation files from the Beiping-
Liaoning Railway administration for 1932-33 and 1937-39 held at the Second Historical 
Archive, Nanjing. Each claim for compensation from the dependents of a deceased worker 
included the application for compensation, the original personnel file, the death or medical 
certificate, and the determination of the administration. The personnel record is the key 
document for reconstruction of a wage profile. The record in most instances detailed all wage 
rises, promotions, sick leave and disciplinary fines for the worker's career up to the time of his 
death. For some workers the data covered more than 30 years of employment. 
John L. Buck, Land Utilization in China (New York, 1956 [1937]), pp. 311-13. 
ibid., pp. 318-21; Buck, Statistics, pp. 151-52. 
ibid., p. 149, Table 2-1; Nankai zhishu ziliao huibian (Compendium of Nankai index number 
materials, 1913-1952), (Beijing, 1958), p. 11, Tianjin wholesale price index, 1913-42; p. 70, 
Tianjin wholesale prices, 1913-42. Yeh-chien Wang, "Secular Trends of Rice Prices in the 
Yangzi Delta, 1638-1935", and Lillian M. Li, "Grain Prices in Zhili Province, 1736-1911: A 
Preliminary Study", in Rawski and Li, Chinese History in Economic Perspective, pp. 35-68, 69-
99 respectively. 
Grain accounted for three-quarters of the total expenditure of the household on food. Expenditure 
on food for the families of skilled workers might be less than 50% of total household spending; 
for rickshaw pullers food might consume 70-87% of their income. Wang Zijian, "Zhongguo 
laogong shenghuo chengdu (Standard of Living of the Chinese working class), Shehui kexue 
zazhi (Quarterly Review of Social Sciences), Vol. 2 No. 2 (June 1931), pp. 237-43, Table 2 and 
Table 3; L. K. Tao, The Standard of Living Among Chinese Workers (1931), pp. 29-37, 
Appendix, reprinted in Ramon H. Myers, ed., Economic Trends and Problems in the Early 
Republican Period: Institute of Pacific Relations (New York, 1980). 
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Money wages rose over the period, though wage rates changed little for most of 
the 1910s. The upward trend in nominal wages in the 1920s is also shown in Liu 
Xinquan's study of railway wages on four north China lines, with the four-line 
average wage rising from $13.65 to $19.74 a month between 1920 and 1929.'^' 
Although his analysis revealed a temporary decline for some years in the average 
wages for some groups of workers — for example, unskilled workers received on 
Fig 5.10 Nominal average wages on the 
Beiping-Liaoning Railway, 1910-1937 
45.00 
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. unskilled . serhskilled skilled . all-skill average 
Source: SHA 215/1726-30, 2053, 2056, 2058, 2078-80. 
average in 1921-22 less than they did in 1920 or any year from 1923, and firemen on 
the Beiping-Liaoning line were paid lower average rates in 1922 than any year before 
or after — the overall trend in average nominal wage rates was upwards. The 
temporary reversals were little more than a statistical quirk — a large intake of new 
workers paid at minimum rates which would skew the average downwards for that 
year — and few if any workers experienced a wage cut.'^^ The sudden change in the 
average wage rate for skilled workers in 1915 is a product of the small sample size 
for that year which was adversely affected by the inclusion of a newly hired 
tradesman on a substantial lower rate. 
Similarly, other data on cash wages confirm a general upward trend. Nominal 
wage rates for the 1910s and 1920s are available for most state-owned railways. 
Comparison between the Ministry of Railway's labor statistics used for the wage 
differential charts above and earlier surveys show the progressive rise in nominal 
rates. In 1920 the average wage rate at the Tangshan Works was reported as 60 cents 
Liu Xinquan, "Huabei tielu gongren gongzi tongji", p. 295. The lines were the Beiping-Liaoning, 
Beiping-Hankou, Beiping-Suiyuan and Qingdao-Jinan railways. Beiping was Beijing for most of 
the period, 
ibid., pp. 294-304. 
Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo gongren, pp. 444-49; Diyici Zhongguo laodong nianjian (The First Labor 
Year Book of China), (Beiping, 1928), Part 1, pp. 290-95; Dierci Zhongguo laodong nianjian 
(Labor Year Book of China), (Beiping, 1932), Vol. 2, pp. 62-67. 
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a day, with a spread from 22 cents to in 1926, the range of wages was 25 
cents to $1.95 125 
cents to $3.01.'^^ 
; and in 1934 the average rate was 86 cents with a spread from 26 
Another series of figures for the Tangshan Works reports average 
monthly wages rising from $12.88 (equivalent to 46 cents a day) to $21.94 in 1925, 
and declining slightly from $21.87 in 1928 to $20.52 (73 cents a day) in 1929.'^^ 
Skilled railway workers experienced a slower growth in their nominal wages 
than the skilled. This produced a narrowing of wage relativities for skill. The ratio of 
unskilled wages to 
skilled wages show 
that unskilled workers 
gained substantially at 
the expense of skilled 
workers. In 1910 the 
average unskilled 
nominal rate was 22% 
of the skilled rate. By 
1936/37, it was 44% 
of the skilled rate. 
The ratio between 
unskilled and 
0.45 
Fig 5.11 Skill ratios on the Beiping-Liaoning 
Railway, 1910-1937 
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Source: Same as Fig 5.10 
semiskilled nominal rates was fairly constant from 1920 to 1937 — 71% at the start 
and end of the period — and most years the ratio fluctuated in a narrow band 
between 65 and 73%. 
The change in the skill differential might be explained by changes in demand 
factors in the local labor market. Unskilled workers are those who would have the 
closest links with the rural economy and the relatively rapid rise in farm wages 
during the late 1920s would put pressure on employers of non-farm labor to raise 
128 
rates to attract and retain workers. Changes in farm wages could scarcely affect 
skilled rates which were considerably higher due to the "ethnic" segmentation of the 
Beiping-Liaoning Railway workforce. The impact of rising farm wages was to raise 
"Tangshan laodong zhuangkuang, er" (The condition of labor at Tangshan, 2), Xin Qingnian (New 
Youth), Vol. 7 No. 6 (May 1920); reprinted in Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo gongren, p. 449. 
Survey published in Chen Bao, 2 July 1926, reprinted in Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo gongren, p. 445. 
However, a Ministry of Communications' employees education committee survey in 1925 of 19 
grades of railway employees reported the lowest rate on the Beijing-Fengtian as 30 cents a day 
and the highest $2.60. See Xu Xiehua, Tielu laogong wenti, pp. 85-87. 
Guoyou tielu laogong, 1, pp. 5-6, the locomotive department wage rates cover the railway works. 
Liu Xinquan, "Huabei tielu gongren gongzi tongji", p. 331. Liu notes that the wage books of the 
Tangshan Works were not well kept in the 1920s and the figures need to be treated cautiously. 
Buck's index of farm wages shows that wages rose faster after 1926, the base year, than before. 
Between 1921 and 1925, the index for the farm wages in wheat areas had risen from 92 to 97; in 
1927 it jumped six points to 106, then 113, 119, and 123 in successive years to 1930. Buck, 
Statistics, p. 151. Farm wage rates near the Tangshan Works were competitive with unskilled 
wage rates. Zhang Peigang, "E'bei Chadong sanshisan xian nongcun gaikuang diaocha". 
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the unskilled industrial rates and narrow the gap between unskilled and skilled 
workers. Thomas Wiens also found that industrial wages were related to regional 
agricultural wages in a "market-determined" relationship.'^^ 
[T]he entire national wage structure, including farm labor, can be described as a 
fairly constant set o f wage relatives (ratios between wage levels in different 
occupations) in conjunction with regionally-defined factors which determine the 
absolute wage levels in each region. 
Charting the changes in nominal wage rates is not easy, nor overly enlightening. 
We learn nothing at all about whether the workers were better off in one year than 
another, nor do we learn how the income of railway workers compared with other 
groups of workers. Many inconsistencies, inaccuracies and uncertainties surround the 
reporting of nominal wages for all industries during this period. Some groups of 
workers might receive wages and board, others money wages only; sometimes the 
wages might be paid wholly in copper cash, other times in a combination of silver 
and copper currencies. Regional factors such as food preference and availability in 
the work area affect different groups of workers differently: the Cantonese mechanic 
at Tangshan would prefer to eat rice, yet the region is a wheat-staple area. Gail 
Hershatter has argued that the problems of the data are so intractable as to preclude 
systematic analysis of wage data, correlation with cost-of-living indices, or viable 
comparison between industries. 
As much as I share Hershatter's sentiments about the character of the data, 
historians need to try to make sense of changes over time in such an important aspect 
as the income of workers and their families. Comparative wage analysis cannot be 
ignored no matter how unsatisfactory the data; we need to devise methods to 
overcome the limitations of our materials.'^' Rough indicators are better than none. 
The most appropriate approach is one which tries to determine whether there was any 
significant change in the level of real wages for a selected group of workers, even a 
very small group, for whom we have reliable data.'^^ On the basis of these 
calculation we might hazard comparison with workers in other industries. It is to this 
Thomas B. Wiens, The Microeconomics of Peasant Economy: China, 1920-1940 (New York, 
1982), pp. 156-82, quote p. 169. Wiens, p. 182, argued that wage labor played a "significant 
role" in the family farm economy, "that the [farm] wage level was market-determined", and that 
the farm was not set with any obvious relationship to subsistence requirements. 
Hershatter, The Workers ofTianjin, pp. 266, n. 88; 270, n. 44. 
On the prospects of a quantitative approach to the pre-1937 Chinese economy, Rawski makes the 
point that "useful material is far larger than one might expect, and its coverage and quality, 
while leaving much to be desired, are not unusually poor when compared with materials 
routinely applied to similar studies of ante-bellum America, eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
Europe, prewar Japan, or contemporary third-world nations." Rawski, Economic Growth, pp. 
xxxii-xxxiii. This chapter points to the need for more research into wages and prices in China 
during the interwar years and the usefiihiess of railway records for real wage analyses. 
The question of what constimtes reliable wage data is contentious. For me it is data to whom I can 
put a name, as in a personnel or compensation file, or data drawn from analysis of wage books, 
such as Liu Xinquan's careftil smdy of railway wages in north China. 
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task that I shall next turn: an analysis of the changes in real wages of railway 
workers. 
Real wages and the standard of living 
Comparative data on nominal wages and prices for the period is at best spotty. To 
calculate real wages we need a deflator for nominal wages to eliminate changes in the 
money price of goods. During the 1920s and 1930s several index series for wages, 
commodity prices, and retail prices were produced by the Nankai Institute, and John 
L. Buck and his team at Nanjing University, among others. These index series are 
valuable, but there are difficulties with their use, the extent of their coverage, and 
sometimes their credibility. Instead, I have used a direct deflator. The nominal wages 
of railwaymen employed on the Tianjin-Tangshan-Goubangzi stretch of the Beiping-
Liaoning Railway for whom I have wage data were deflated using the wholesale 
price of flour in Tianjin. This technique has been used in recent Chinese studies.'^^ 
Wheat flour was the principal staple for northern Chinese, and given the high 
proportion of grain in the typical diet of low-income Chinese families, a sensitive 
guide to the consumption ability or purchasing power of workers. "In the absence of 
broad indexes of price movements or living costs spanning the entire period of 
analysis [1890-1937]," writes Thomas Rawski, "this approach [the use of grain 
prices] offers a reasonable method of deflating nominal wages for a low income 
economy in which staple food grains occupy a large share of household budgets."'^"^ 
Surveys before 1937 showed that food comprised more than half the budget of most 
working class households, an indicator in its own right of the general low level of 
material welfare in Chinese s o c i e t y . N o m i n a l wages are thus expressed in 
equivalent measures of rice or wheat. In other words, the real wage data measures the 
relative amount of grain workers could purchase with their money wages.' ^ The 
Yan Guanghua and Ding Changqing, "Jiu Kailuan meikuang gongren". 
Rawski, Economic Growth, pp. 300-01. 
The Nankai survey of expenditure in artisan households in 1927, upon which the basket of goods 
for the Nankai cost of living index for workers was constructed, reported that 64% of the budget 
was spent on food of which three quarters (46% of the total budget) went on rice, flour and 
course grains (including legumes). The variety of grain foodstuffs was surprising: Shanghai rice, 
American white flour, Tianjin machine-milled flour, Hebei maize flour, and machine-cut 
noodles. Nankai zhishu, pp. 7-10. For a summary of various surveys, see Wang Zijian, 
"Zhongguo laogong" (June 1931), pp. 456-61; Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo gongren, pp. 499-503. 
Food grains provided 80-90% of all calorific intake among the Chinese at this time. Per capita 
food consumption in 1957 in calorific terms was the same as in the 1930s. Nicholas R. Lardy, 
Agriculture in China's Modern Economic Development (Cambridge, 1983), pp. 148-51. 
The process of substitution of course grains (millet, maize, etc) for wheat in response to a rise in 
the price of wheat is irrelevant for the use of wheat prices as a deflator because the price of 
coarse grain usually rose in unison with the price of wheat or rice. Lillian Li, for example, has 
demonstrated these price movements using Zhili price data for sorghum, millet and wheat fi-om 
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amount of grain a worker could purchase from a retail grain shop would be 
something different again, but would have a proportional relationship to the local 
wholesale grain price. Since the task is to measure the change in the level of real 
wages defined in terms of a bag of wheat, it is largely irrelevant whether the 
wholesale or retail price of wheat flour is used.'^^ 
My initial study of real wages was based on a sample of just 15 railwaymen 
selected from a total of 93 fairly complete compensation files. The workers were 
selected to represent unskilled, semiskilled, and skilled workers in a diversity of 
occupations. The result of deflating the money wages of the selected railwaymen are 
shown in Table 5.4, and the actual flour-purchasing power of nine of the selected 15 
workers have been plotted in Fig 5.12 . For each worker the table shows the nominal 
monthly wage, the equivalent in bags of flour, and a third column in which the wages 
expressed as bags of flour are converted into an index with a base of 100 for 1920. 
Fig 5.12 Purchasing power of selected north China railway 
workers, 1905-36 
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Source: See Table 5.4. 
The real wage trends are clear and consistent. There was a decline in real wages 
between 1905 and 1920, a product of static wages and rising prices. The effect of 
inflation at the end of the First World War is particularly evident — 1918 was the 
137 
1730 to 1910. She argues that the Zhili series is indicative of overall economic trends in north 
China. See Li and Rawski, Chinese History, pp. 76-82, especially Fig 2.1 and Fig 2.2. Also 
Buck, Land Utilization in China, p. 315. 
Some historians might question the appropriateness of using wholesale prices when the price 
workers actually paid was retail. My reason for using wholesale prices instead of retail is that we 
have available two reliable wholesale price series for flour compiled by Nankai. There are other 
reasons for not using more complex indexes, such as the Nankai cost of living index for Tianjin 
workers. Firstly, this index was based on a basket of goods consumed by skilled workers. 
Secondly, the basket of goods was changed over the period. Thirdly, my study is an analysis of 
not only skilled railway workers, but also unskilled railwaymen, and a comparison is also made 
with Tangshan area coal miners. The more sophisticated index would only introduce other errors 
and questions, and adds nothing to the accuracy of the study. 
150 
Wages and income 
worst year for semiskilled and unskilled workers hired before 1915, such as Xing 
Guorui or Gao Er. Wage gains from the strikes between 1922 and 1924 are reflected 
in the improved real wages at this time.'^^ The upward trend that appears about 1930 
stems from the efforts of the Nanjing regime to improve railway wages and repay 
a r r e a r s , a n d this continues through to the mid-1930s as a result of the depression 
collapse in prices. However, the rapid rise in the real wage of Wu Enzhao over the 10 
years to 1926, as he was promoted from engine cleaner to firemen, and later, to 
locomotive driver, exposes the problem of using individuals as a guide to real wages. 
Table 5.4 Analysis of the real wages of selected north China railway workers, 1905-1936 
A. Unak l lM worlnra 
Pnce of (a) Xing Guonii, permanent hand (b) Zhang Hong'en, permanent hand (c) Li Yoijmei.train attendant !(d) Sun Xin, station hand (e) Wang Oefu, watchman, laborer 
(lour flour flour flour 
flour per nominal equiv. Index nominal equiv. Index nominal equnr. Index nominal equhr. Index nominal equw. Index 
bag($) v»age($) (bags) 1920=100 wage (J) (bags) 1920=100 wage($) (bags) 1920=100 wage{$) (bags) 1920=100 wage($) (bags) 1920=100 
1905 1.49 800 539 170 728 490 166 i 8,40 566 104 
1910 1,90 800 421 133 728 383 130 ! 8,40 442 82! 1000 526 136 728 3,83 121 
1915 2.31 800 346 109 728 3,15 107 ! 14,00 606 1121 1000 433 112 728 3.15 100 
1918 2 58 800 310 98 728 282 95 i 14,00 543 lOOl 1000 3,88 100 784 3.04 96 
1920 284 900 3.17 100 840 296 100 i 15,40 542 1001 11,00 387 100 8,96 3.15 100 
1922 2.92 1000 342 108 1064 364 123 i 19,60 671 1241 13,00 445 115 11 20 384 122 
1924 286 1125 393 124 11.76 411 139 22 96 803 1481 14,55 509 131 1232 431 137 
1926 3 35 11.25 336 106 11.76 351 119 22 96 6 85 126i 14,55 434 112 12,32 368 117 
1928 329 15.00 456 144 11,76 357 121 22 96 698 129| 1455 442 114 12.32 3.74 119 
1930 369 1740 472 149 1400 379 128 2520 6 8 3 1261 1695 459 119 1456 395 125 
1932 2.95 1740 590 186 1456 494 167 2520 854 1581 1695 575 148 1456 494 156 
1934 238 1850 777 245 14 56 612 207 26 88 11 29 2081 1695 712 184 15.12 6 35 201 
1936 349 18.50 530 167 1456 417 141 26 88 770 1421 1695 486 125 1512 4 3 3 137 
B. Seml-akUled workw* 
Price of (f) Li Yuzheng, fireman (g) Gao Jingbo, fireman (h) Gao &, trademan'i mate (i) Wang Zhenming, trades 8 mate |(i) U Qing, track gang master 
flour flour flour (lour flour 
flour per nominal equiv Index nominal equiv Index equw Index nominal equiv Index nominal equn/. Index 
bag($) wage($) (bags) 192(^100 wage($) (bags) 1920=100 wage($) (bags) 1920=100 wage($) (bags) 1920=100 wage($) (bags) 1920=100 
1905 1.49 
1910 1 90 672 354 94 
1915 2.31 11.20 4 85 129 
1918 258 840 326 87 700 271 98 1092 4 2 3 110 
1920 284 7.00 246 100 700 2.46 100 1064 3,75 100 7,84 276 100 1092 3,85 100 
1922 292 1400 4 79 195 980 3.36 136 1400 479 128 11,76 4 0 3 146 1092 3,74 97 
1924 2.86 21 84 764 310 1848 646 262 1680 587 157 1344 470 170 1092 382 99 
1926 3.35 24 64 736 298 2128 635 258 1680 501 134 13,44 4,01 145 11.76 3,51 91 
1928 329 24 64 749 304 24 64 749 304 1680 511 136 1344 409 148 11.76 3,57 33 
1930 369 2464 668 271 26 88 728 296 1904 516 138 15,68 4 25 154 17 40 4 72 123 
1932 2 95 2464 835 339 29 00 983 399 1904 6 45 172 15,68 5,32 193 1740 590 153 
1934 2.38 26 88 1129 458 29 00 1218 494 20 72 871 232 1568 6 59 239 20 00 840 219 
1936 349 26 88 7.70 312 29,00 831 337 20 72 5,94 158 17,36 497 180 20 00 5,73 149 
C. S k l l M worfcMS 
Price of (k) Wu Enzhao. looomolive drwaf 
nour 
flour pef I nominal equiv. Index 
bas($) 
1905 1.49 
1910 
1915 
1918 
1920 
1922 
1924 
1926 
1928 
1930 
1932 
1934 
1936 
190 
2.31 
2.58 
284 
2.92 
2.86 
3.35 
3.29 
3.69 
2 95 
238 
3.49i 
wage($) (bags) 192C^100 
(I) Tan LianHn. airbrake mechanic 
flour 
nofninal equiv. Index 
waoe($) (bags) 1920100 
700 
11.76 
1288 
22.40 
24 64 
33 04 
303 
4.56 
454 
767 
862 
986 
3304 1004 
35.28 9 56 
35.28 11 96 
38,08 1600 
67 
101 
100 
169 
190 
217 
221 
211 
264 
353 
241 
1400 
1960 
25.20 
33 88 
6,06 
760 
8,87 
1160 
40,32 14,10 
40 32 1204 
40 32 1226 
42 56 11,53 
42 56 1443 
4536 1906 
4536 1300 
100 
131 
159 
136 
138 
130 
163 
215 
146 
(in) Ma Geqing, boitermakef 
(lour 
nominal equ». Index 
wage($) (bags) 1920=100 
191 
149 
123 
110 
100 
104 
122 
104 
106 
105 
132 
179 
122 
35 00 23,57 
35,00 18,42 
35,00 15,15 
35 00 13 57 
35 00 12 32 
37 52 12 85 
4312 1508 
43,12 12 87 
43,12 13,11 
47 88 12 98 
47 88 1623 
52 36 22 00 
52 36 15 00 
(n) Huang Yongtai. woikshop fitter 
flour 
nominal equiv Index 
wage($) (bags) 1920=100 
(0) Deng Yunjtlang, toolmaker 
flour 
nominal equiv. Index 
wage($) (bags) 1920=100 
29.10 1532 
2910 12,60 
29.10 1128 
29.10 10.25 
36 30 12 43 
36.30 12.69 
3630 1084 
36.30 11.03 
40 20 10 89 
4020 1363 
44 00 13.49 
4400 1261 
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123 
110 
100 
121 
124 
106 
108 
106 
133 
180 
123 
1680 
2352 
2800 
2800 
2800 
30 24 
5 92 
805 
9.79 
836 
851 
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Sources: SHA 215 senes, personnel records enclosed with compensation applications, files 1726, 1727,1728, 1729 and 1730 2. The wholesale price of floir is the 
Nankai senes for Tianjin, 1913-1942, Nankai zhishu nliao hiibian. p,70. The price for 1905 and 1910 is denved from J. L Buck, SfaSsScs, p, 149 Table 2-1 "Index 
number of pnces iwaived by fanners for commodities sold, 1906-1933" which is used index to prtijaa backvrard the 1915 pnce ct flour given in the Nankai senes, 
Ths is the method used by Yan Guanghua at al in "Jiu Kailuan meikuang gongren gongzi poxi", pp. 315-34, esp p.323 n.1, for ptB-1915 prices. 
Notes: 
1 Wages are nominal rates, not actual earnings Any day rates in the original data have been converted to monthly rates assuming 28 paid days per ihomh 
2. The sho»»n occupations of workers is that at the end of their career. Some workers heW the same job throughout their employmenl others had changed jobs, 
sometimes the result of promotions. 
Strikes took place in October 1922, December 1923 and November 1924. 
Xu Xiehua, Tielu laogong wenti, p. 43; Mi Rucheng, Diguozhuyiyu Zhongguo tielu, pp. 547, 551. 
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There are two problems with this approach. Firstly, the representativeness of any 
selected individual. To what extent was the career path and wage rates of Sun Xin, a 
station hand, typical of other unskilled workers? One is hard pressed to say that one 
worker typified a group. Secondly, the use of an individual to calculate a real wage 
series is dubious. It shows the career life-time changes in earnings of that individual 
rather than the change in real wages among the larger group of which the worker is 
part. A worker in stable employment on the Chinese National Railways during these 
times could be expected to be on a higher wage rate at the end of his career than at 
the start. In other words, career progression — the increase in wage rates arising from 
seniority and promotion — bias upwards the real wage series based narrowly on an 
individual. Such a series does not confirm that a group of workers had on balance 
become better off over the period. 
To eliminate the biases stemming from career progression, the wage data for 88 
workers for whom I had comprehensive files, were consolidated and merged into 
three time series according to skill, that is, unskilled, semiskilled and s k i l l e d . O v e r 
a worker's career he might move from an unskilled job, to a semiskilled position, and 
finally enter the ranks of a skilled tradesman.'"*' The method that was used to compile 
the consolidated wage series involved several steps. Firstly, for April-May of every 
year each worker was classified into one of the three skill levels based on the skill 
designation then common on Chinese railways for his listed occupation.'"*^ The wage 
rate recorded in these months for the workers in each skill classification was summed 
for each year during the period 1910 to 1937, and the average wage for the workers 
of that skill classification was calculated. Thirdly, this consolidated average wage for 
each skill class was deflated using the average wholesale price of flour for the 
particular year from which a real wage in bags of flour equivalent was obtained for 
unskilled, semiskilled and skilled railway workers. 
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Excluded from this process were workers for whom I might have had compensation records but 
whose wages records were missing or incomplete. For example, two chief drivers were omitted 
for two reasons. Firstly, their wages were spasmodically recorded for years widely separated, 
and secondly, their wage was more than twice the skilled average, thus inclusion in a time series 
would cause unfortunate spikes in the years for which we have wage data on them. 
The career pattern for each worker shown in Table 5.4 was (the number is my file reference): (a) 
Xing Guorui, #027, permanent hand, later train attendant; (b) Zhang Hong'en, #067, permanent 
hand; (c) Li Youmei, #056, oiler, later cheyi; (d) Sun Xin, #060, coupler, messenger and station 
hand; (e) Wang Defu, #024, watchman, general hand, laborer, coal-waterman; (f) Li Yuzheng, 
#010', engine cleaner, fireman; (g) Gao Jingbo, #036, engine cleaner, fireman, heaterman; (h) 
Gao Er, #016, gatekeeper, coal coolie, tradesmen's laborer and later mate; (i) Wang Zhenming, 
#064, car-repair laborer, tradesmen's mate; 0 ) Li Qing. #023, seaman, flying gang foreman, 
chief ganger; (k) Wu Enzhao, #008, engine cleaner, fireman, driver; (1) Tan Lianlin, #014, car-
repairer, airbrake mechanic, chief airbrake mechanic; (m) Ma Geqing, #049, boilermaker, chief 
boilermaker; (n) Huang Yongtai, #031, fitter; Deng Yunxiang, #054, toolmaker. 
Here I followed the practice used by Liu Xinquan, "Huabei tielu gongren gongzi tongji". 
152 
Wages and income 
For example, the engine driver Wu Enzhao, who began his railway career in 
1912 as an engine cleaner, an unskilled position, is first entered into the unskilled 
wage series. From 1919 after his promotion to fireman his wage rate is summed to 
the semiskilled series, and from his 1926 promotion to driver his wage is summed to 
skilled workers series. This approach enabled the production of a time series of 
wages for each skill class and an all-skilled average wage series. The effect of this 
procedure is to eliminate the influence of any individual's career on any of the time 
series. In addition to deflating each of the series to obtain an average real wage (flour 
equivalent), an index of real wages was also created with 1920 as the base year.'"*^ 
The first difference (year-on-year change) was also calculated. For comparison, the 
same procedures were applied to the wage series for the Kailuan Coal Mine for 1920-
37 and Liu Xinquan's series for north China railway workers for 1920-29. The 
results were then plotted. 
The first plot. Fig 5,13, shows the purchasing power (real wage in bags of flour) 
of Beiping-Liaoning Railway workers by skill classification for 1910-37, while Fig 
5.14 shows the real wage index (1920=100) for skilled, semiskilled and unskilled 
railway workers. Several trends are clearly evident. The general pattern of change for 
the times series is consistent with that shown above for the 15 individual careers 
(which is to be expected if the smaller sample was representative of the group). From 
about 1920 the all-skill average real wage tracked the series for semiskilled workers. 
Fig. 5.13 Purchasing power of Beiping-Liaoning Railway 
workers by skill classification, 1910-37 
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Source: SUA 215 
In the decade to 1920 there was a downward trend in real wages among all 
groups. This trend reflected the static money wages during a period of price inflation. 
The cumulative effect of price rises to 1918 — with temporary relief in 1919 — is 
shown clearly, especially the index series. This decline over the 1910s was the 
A base year of 1920 was chosen for several reasons. There was little wage movement reported for 
1914-19 and any change in real wages reflected changes in price only; and my sample size drops 
sharply for each year the series is pushed back from 1920. 
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catalyst for industrial disputes in the early 1920s from which workers won large 
rises. Average nominal wages rose 25-50% between 1921 and 1924 which, in view 
of the slight change in prices, raised real wages sharply for all groups of railwaymen. 
Fig. 5.14 Real wage index for Beiping-Liaoning Railway 
workers by skill classification, 1910-37 
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Source: SHA215 
Skilled workers in this sample did not do that well. Although they obtained a 
gradual rise in nominal wages, they sustained a general decline in real wages over the 
entire period of the series. Their real wages measured in flour fell sharply in the 
1910s, remained fairly flat through the 1920s, and rose again during the 1930s as a 
product of the rapid fall in food prices during the depression. Although there were 
few observations for the pre-1920 period, the downward trend over the entire period 
between 1910 and 1937 for skilled workers compared with others is made starkly 
clear in the real wage index. In 1936-37 the index of real wages for skilled workers 
was below the level for 1920. The downward trend in skilled wages, and a narrowing 
of wage relativities between skilled tradesmen and other railwaymen (which was 
discussed earlier in this chapter), was also found in contemporary studies for the late-
1920s of railways, coal mining and flour milling.'"^ 
Employed railwaymen became better off during the depression of the 1930s. 
Between 1931 and 1935 the Chinese economy felt the impact of the world slump in 
commodity prices: the prices paid to farmers fell sharply.''*^ The lower agricultural 
prices, however, were translated into lower flour prices. The effect was to produce a 
Liu Xinquan, "Huabei tielu gongren gongzi tongji", pp. 341-44; Shi Yushou and Liu Xinquan, 
"Shandong Zhongxing meikuang gongren diaocha" (Survey of workers at Shandong's 
Zhongxing coal mine), Shehui kexue zazhi (Quarterly Review of Social Sciences), Vol. 3 No. 1 
(March 1933), pp. 35-93; Wang Zijian, "Tianjin mianfenchang gongren", pp. 465, 468, 470-71. 
The Nankai index of agricultural produce prices fell from a pre-slump high of 0.9926 in 1930 to a 
low of 0.5971 in 1934, thereafter recovering to 0.7612 in 1935, 0.9471 in 1936, and 1.0388 in 
1937. Nankai zhishu, p. 18. Domestic Chinese commodity prices were insulated from the slump 
in world prices for agricultural commodities during the 1920s largely because China was on the 
silver standard, and silver depreciated against gold faster than commodity prices in gold terms. 
154 
Wages and income 
startling rise in real wages, peaking in 1934 at levels that were commonly the highest 
experienced by the railwaymen in this sample. The rise measured in flour equivalent 
probably overstates the improvement in real wages — the price of housing and fuel 
increased during the depress ion.Never theless , the effect of the overhang or 
stickiness of real wages was that railway workers were better off in the mid-1930s 
despite the depression. In fact, anyone with a job was better off. 
Railwaymen and coal miners in north China experienced similar changes in their 
purchasing power between 1910 and 1937. This is shown Fig 5.15. It plots the real 
wage index for unskilled Beiping-Liaoning workers from the compensation files, the 
average for unskilled Beiping-Liaoning workers obtained by Liu Xinquan for 1920-
29, and the average (all skill) real wage index for workers at the Kailuan Coal Mine. 
Both the railway and the mine recruited from the same labor market region. The 
close tracking of the three series in most years (which makes for some lack of clarity 
in the chart) shows a fair degree of regional integration for un- or lowed skilled labor 
in the Tangshan-Tianjin area. Furthermore, the tracking between Liu Xinquan's 
series for the 1920s, based on a very large sample, the Beiping-Liaoning series, 
compiled from the compensation files, shows that the later sample is representative 
in general of the railway's workforce. 
Fig. 5.15 Real wage index of Beiping Liaoning Railway 
unskilled workers and Kailuan Coal Mine workers, 1910-37 
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Exceptions to the close tracking between the railway and coal mine series are 
highlighted in a first difference test, plotted in Fig. 5.16, which nevertheless confirms 
the high degree of co-integration between the series for most of the period. The wild 
swings in the Kailuan series for the years 1934-35 are almost certainly due to a data 
In 1932 and 1933, the wholesale price index for building materials and fuels was higher than in 
previous years. Nankai zhishu, p. 18. 
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or computational error in the original source (which is beyond my control), and the 
divergent swing for skilled railway workers for 1915 can be wholly attributed to the 
skew effect arising from the small sample size available for that year. 
Fig. 5.16 Change in index of real wages for workers of the 
Beiping-Llaoning Railway and Kailuan Coal Mine 
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Railway workers in other parts of China are likely to have experienced similar 
changes in real wages between 1910 and 1936/37. The magnitude of change might 
have varied, as indeed did the absolute level of nominal wages, reflecting local 
factors, but the pattern would not have differed much from the pattern described 
above: nearly all railwaymen had to purchase their grain and thus the inter-regional 
linkage in the grain markets of China would serve to replicate the real wage 
fluctuations experienced in north C h i n a . W a g e data comparable to that for the 
Beiping-Liaoning Railway is not available for other lines to test this hypothesis. 
However, for Guangzhou there is an index series of wholesale prices and wages 
of railway workers for 1912-26.''*^ The nominal wage index series for each of the two 
lines — the Guangzhou-Jiulong and Guangzhou-Sanshui railways — were deflated 
using the Guangzhou price index, and plotted in Fig 5.17. The results should be used 
Drawing on Loren Brandt, "Chinese Agriculture and the International Economy, 1870s-1930s: A 
Reassessment", in Explorations in Economic History, No. 22 (1985), Rawski argues that the 
strong inter-regional linkages suggests that the use of a single price series to deflate wages 
would not introduce large errors. Rawski, Economic Growth, pp. 295, 295 n.34. 
The indices were compiled by the Bureau of Agriculture and Industry of Sun Yatsen's Canton 
Government. See Zhonghua minguo tongji nianjian (Statistical yearbook of Republican China), 
(1949), reprinted in Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo gongren, pp. 494; also Fang Fu-an, Chinese Labour 
(Shanghai, 1931), pp. 53-54 for index of wages. In Fig 5.17 the index has been re-based from 
1913=100 in the original to 1920=100. 
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with caution. The real wage index is an index of the change of the nominal wage 
index against the change in the price index, but I have no information about the 
composition and weighting of the indices from which I can assess their reliability. 
Rice prices rose steadily in South China between 1912 and 1926, the price index 
(1920=100) rising from 74.04 to 130.57, as shown in Fig 5.17. The growth of 
nominal wages was slower. As on other lines, the nominal wages were almost static 
for the 1910s, rising less than 
8% over the decade. In 1920-
21 there was 12% gain in the 
nominal wage index on the 
Guangzhou-Hankou and a 4.1% 
on the Guangzhou-Sanshui line. 
The effect was that real wages 
fell through the 1910s, which 
was reversed briefly around 
1920-22 — mainly due to 
industrial action 150 before 
Fig 5.17 Index series for railway wages 
and prices in Guangdong, 1912-26 
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Source: Liu MIngkui, Zhongguo gongren jieji, p 494. 
declining again as rice prices 
continued their upward trend. 
The decline in the 1910s 
parallels that seen on the Beiping-Liaoning and the decline in the Beijing cost of 
living index for workers for the same period.'^' In 1925 there was a jump in cash 
wages — the nominal wage index reached 175.81 for the Guangzhou-Hankou, up 
from 118.12 in 1924, while for the Guangzhou-Sanshui it rose from 108.15 to 
152.15. This produced a major improvement in real wages. The pay rises can be 
attributed to the favorable industrial climate of the Sun Yatsen government in 
Guangzhou. Communist activists were heavily involved in running the 
Guomindang's worker and peasant departments during this period. 
Trends in real wages. If the Chinese economy grew during the interwar years as is 
now widely believed, did real wages rise too? What was the trend? The previous 
discussion indicated that were was a general improvement in real wages from the 
early 1920s. To explore these changes, the unskilled and all-skill average real wage 
for Beiping-Liaoning workers, and the all-skill average for Kailuan Coal Mine 
workers, are plotted with a best-fit trend line inserted. Fig. 5.18 shows the results for 
1920-35 and Fig. 5.19 for 1920-37. Reasons for using 1920 were explained in note 
'''' Only the real wage index series are shown in Fig 4.11, not the nominal wage indices which are 
referred to in the text here and below. 
Strikes over wages occurred May, October and December 1920; January, June and October 1921. 
''' "Beijing gongren shenghuofei zhishu, 1900-1924" in Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo gongren, p. 534. 
The Guomindang, then in the first united front with the CCP, had five special departments in the 
party devoted to the affairs of workers, peasants, soldiers, women and youth. 
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143 above. The year 1935 is the preferred end point because it is the first year after 
reflation of economy. In 1936 and 1937 we begin to see the impact of Japan's 
destabilisation of the north China economy which led to major price rises. As shown, 
the higher R^ result for 1920-35 implies a better fit in the trend line than for 1920-37. 
Overall, though, both railwaymen and miners were better off in real terms whichever 
end point is selected. 
Fig. 5.18 Real wage trends Beiping-Liaoning Railway and 
Kailuan Coal Mine workers, 1920-35 
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Fig. 5.19 Real wage trends for Beiping-Liaoning Railway and 
Kailuan Coal Mine workers, 1920-37 
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In 1935, an unskilled railway worker averaged a real wage of 5.92 bags of flour 
compared with 3.20 bags in 1920, the all-skilled average was 8.61 bags compared 
with 4.48, and the average coal miner earned 6.14 bags compared with 2.93 (the 
percentage increase over 1920 was 85%, 92% and 109% respectively). By the first 
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half of 1937, rapid price rises and in most cases no change in money wages in the 
previous two years reduced real wages to 3.90 bags, 5.49 bags and 3.96 bags for the 
Beiping-Liaoning unskilled and all-skilled averages and the Kailuan Coal Mine 
average. The levels were still 22%, 23% and 35% respectively above the real wage 
prevailing in 1920. 
Comparison of money and real wages between railway and other workers. How 
well off were railwaymen? Did they earn more than workers in other sectors? 
Selected data on wages for north China industrial workers was compiled from studies 
published in Shehui kexue zazhi in the 1930s and the recent research on the wages of 
Kailuan coal miners. These were deflated using the wholesale price of flour in 
Tianjin. All the studies were based on wage files or account books. Along with my 
series for the Beiping-Liaoning Railway, the results are shown in Table 5.5. 
Only the Beiping-Liaoning series and the Kailuan Coal Mine series are strictly 
comparable over the entire period from 1920 to 1935.'" For all grades of skill the 
data shows that the Kailuan mine workers were paid lower rates than the railway 
workers either on the Beiping-Liaoning or the other north China lines. The large 
difference between Kailuan and the four-line average in 1920 had narrowed by 1925. 
At another coal mine, the Zhongxing mine in Shandong, the rates for the skilled 
ligong (directly hired workers) in the 1920s were higher than the four-line average 
for north China railways. But this exception may reflect the difficulty of attracting 
skilled workers to a remote coal mine. The Tianjin-Tangshan area rates for unskilled 
workers reveal a hierarchy of wages that confirm the popular belief about the premier 
position of railway workers: the underground laborers at Kailuan were the poorest 
paid, next came the unskilled male workers in the flour mills and at the Huaxin 
cotton mill, and at the top those who worked on railways. 
Comparisons of railway wages indicate that even unskilled railway workers were 
better off than their counterparts in other industries. They could buy more food. But 
what did greater earning power mean in terms of a raising a family? How many 
mouths could a laborer on 3.15 bags of flour equivalent hope to feed in 1920? The 
estimated relationship between the monthly wage in bags of flour, the actual amount 
available for final consumption, and how many adults could be feed on a particular 
wage.'^ "^ The results are displayed in Table 5.6. 
153 The Kailuan coal mine data is particularly appropriate to compare railway and mine wage rates for 
all classes of skill: the mine exploited the "sea" of coal directly beneath the Tangshan railway 
works from which most of my data on wages is drawn. Consequently both enterprises recruited 
labor from the same area and their rates could be expected to show a relationship of some sort. 
"" One bag of flour weighed 40 catties (jin) or about 25 kg (one jin = 1.333 Ibw or 0.605 kg). H. D. 
Fong, Grain Trade and Milling in Tientsin (Peiping [Beiping], 1934), p. 577. Per capita grain 
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Table 5.5 Comparison of real wages for north China workers, 1920-35 
1920 1925 1929 1933 1935 
Flour price ($/bag) 2.84 3.41 3.38 2.52 2.66 
Money Flour Money Flour Money Flour Money Flour Money Flour 
wages equiv. wages equiv. wages equiv. wages equiv. wages equiv. 
Beiping-Llaoning SHA 
215 series 
skilled 30.90 10.88 41.00 12.02 39.79 11.77 37.64 14.94 38.48 14.47 
semiskilled 12.75 4.49 21.02 6.16 21.67 6.41 22.40 8.89 23.97 9.01 
unskilled 9.09 3.20 13.63 4.00 15.78 4.67 15.15 6.01 15.74 5.92 
Beiping-Llaoning 
Railway (Liu's series) 
skilled 39.37 13.86 45.39 13.31 45.16 13.36 
semiskilled 15.38 5.42 21.50 6.30 22.89 6.77 
unskilled 9.65 3.40 13.58 3.98 13.68 4.05 
Four line average 
(Liu's series) 
skilled 23.21 8.17 27.91 8.18 30.80 9.11 
semiskilled 13.20 4.65 16.64 4.88 19.82 5.86 
unskilled 9.71 3.42 12.33 3.62 14,14 4.18 
Kailuan coal mine, \ 
Hebei 
mechanics 15.49 5.45 25.07 7.35 28.04 8.30 33.13 13.15 29.88 11.23 
miners 8.54 3.01 11.40 3.34 13.35 3.95 18.65 7.40 17.40 6.54 
miscellaneous 6.41 2.26 8.70 2.55 10.68 3.16 15.65 6.21 14.40 5.41 
Zhongxing coal mine, 
Shandong 
A-type (skilled) 27.79 9.79 28.90 8.48 33.00 9.76 
C-type (unskilled) 7.64 2.69 8.07 2.37 11.53 3.41 
Machine flour milling, 
Tianjin 
skilled 20.31 5.96 24.79 7.33 
unskilled 9.57 2.81 10.57 3.13 
Huaxin cotton mill. 
Tianjin 
technicians 17.60 5.16 20.40 6.04 
operators 10.10 2.96 11.10 3.28 
miscellaneous 9.70 2.84 10.90 3.22 
Sources: Nankai zhishu, p. 70; SHA 215 series compensation files; Liu Xinquan, "Huabei 
tielu gongren gongzi tongji", pp. 327, 336-37; Yan Guanghua and Ding Changqing, "Jiu 
Kailuan meikuang gongren", p. 319, adjusted by Jiu Zhongguo meikuang de gongzi du he 
baogong du [The wage and contract labor systems of coal mines in old China), (Tianjin, 
1983), p. 128; Shi Yushou and Liu Xinquan, "Shandong Zhongxing meikuang gongren 
diaocha', p. 65; Wang Zijian, "Tianjin mianfenchang gongren", p. 462; Liu Xinquan, "Huabei 
shachang gongren gongzi tongji", p. 148. 
The estimates of food available for consumption indicate that railwaymen were 
capable of maintaining larger families than other groups of workers. That is not to 
consumption is assumed to be 200 kg of milled grain a year, on the basis that the level in the 
1920-30S was about the same as in 1950s and 1978. Lardy, Agriculture, pp. 148-51, 157-58. 
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say that they necessarily had larger families. Rather than some crude Malthusian 
scenario, the intent of the exercise is to indicate the relative levels of sustenance 
sustainability — how mouths could be fed on a real wage of specific number of bags 
of flour equivalent. Using the real wage data for railway workers in Table 5.5 — my 
Beiping-Liaoning series and Liu Xinquan's series — we see that in 1920 an unskilled 
railway worker on about 3.2 to 3.4 bags-equivalent wage could provide for a 
household of 2.3 persons on his income alone, a semi-skilled worker could cater for a 
household of three to four persons, and a skilled worker from seven to nine persons. 
Table 5.6 Consumption availability level 
Monthly wages 
(bags of flour) 
total flour 
kg/year 
kg flour for final 
consumption 
supported adults 
(200 kg/head) 
2.5 750 346.5 1.7 
5.0 1,500 693.0 3.5 
7.5 2,250 1,039.5 5.2 
10. 3,000 1,386.0 6.9 
15 4,500 2,079.0 10.4 
Notes: 
1. The annual flour availability is based on a standard bag of 25 kg. 
2. To calculate the amount of flour available for direct consumption I have 
adjusted for the difference between retail and wholesale prices. I have 
assumed that retail prices are 30% higher than wholesales prices and that 
a worker's household consumes in food grains 60% of the wages. This 
produces a crude consumption adjustment factor of 0.462 with which the 
total flour column is multiplied to obtain the amount for final consumption. 
3. The grain needed to support an adult is assumed at 200kg per head. 
In contrast with railwaymen, in 1920 an unskilled worker at the Kailuan or the 
Zhongxing coal mine would be unable to support himself and a spouse on his wages 
alone. The same applies for the unskilled worker at the Tianjin flour mills and the 
Huaxin cotton mill in 1925. None of these estimates of final consumption factor in 
the effect of bonus and overtime payments, nor do they take account of non-wage 
income and the earnings of other family members. Some railway workers had farms 
run by their families, or maintained some sort of connection with the family farm, 
which was a source of family i n c o m e . A l t h o u g h the method used is admittedly a 
little crude, it does indicate that the rise in real wages between 1920 and the mid-
1930s allowed railway workers at the end of the period to be able to maintain a 
household with a few more dependents than they were able to support 15 years 
155 Seven of the 93 dependent applicants claiming compensation in the SHA 215 series listed farming 
as their occupation. SHA 215 files on severance sometimes notes that a worker's reason for 
resigning was to takeover the running of the farm from their elderly parents. Also, flour milling 
was highly seasonal and unskilled workers were recruited mostly from nearby farms. 
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earlier. Furthermore, these real wage calculations are conservative and understate the 
improvement. Based only on the monthly wage rate, neither the annual bonus (equal 
to 8-16% of nominal yearly wages) nor the contribution to income of the higher 
social wage from the improved education, health and welfare services provided to 
railway employees have been factored into the calculations. 
Railwaymen may have been better off than most workers, but they were by no 
means comfortable. A survey around 1930 of the standard of living of 798 railway 
workers at the Puzhen Works concluded that the majority had insufficient income 
and life was t o u g h . M o s t families had at least four mouths to feed and some as 
many as 12. Twenty-nine of the 130 workers on 70-75 cents (about $20-21 a month, 
or 5.4-5.7 bags of flour e q u i v a l e n t r e p o r t e d that their earnings were sufficient to 
feed the family, and one worker responded that he had a surplus. Half of this group 
had households of between four and six. Based on the above estimates, their wages 
were sufficient to feed about 4 people. 
Another survey by the South Manchurian Railway research department of a 
village near Qingdao shows not only the relative high earnings of railwaymen but 
their prominence in the village — they were the most numerous single non-farm 
occupat ion .Conducted in 1938, the survey at Li Village of non-farm earnings by 
occupations ranked railway employment the sixth highest in earnings, and the 
leading "industrial" occupation. The better paid occupations were of a managerial or 
professional type. The 20 railwaymen averaged $28 a month, compared with $15 for 
non-specified industrial workers and government attendants, $13.80 for textile 
millhands, $12 for commercial employees, $10.12 for coolies and $8.14 for farm 
laborers. 
The picture that emerges from my study of Chinese railway wages and incomes 
fits poorly with that depicted in Chinese historiography, and in that conveyed by 
western writers. Mi Rucheng is one of the few Chinese historians to observe that 
wages and conditions were improved at the start of the Nanjing regime. However, he 
insists that: 
"From this time [c . l929] to the Sine-Japanese War, nominal wages rose but under 
the reactionary rule of the Guomindang regime, the social economy was made 
bankrupt, prices rose and ordinary railwaymen had obtained little improvement in 
their livelihood."'^^ 
156 Xu Xiehua, Tielu laogong wenti, pp. 112-13, Table 36. 
Rice is likely to have been more prominent in the diet of Puzhen workers than those at Tangshan, 
but the flour equivalent is still a useful indicator in view of the inter-regional linkages in grain 
markets. Also, wheat flour noodles, baked breads (shaobing) and fried breads (jianbing) are still 
a major part of the Nanjing region diet today. 
SMRC, Chintao kinko ni okeru noson jittai chosa hokoku (1939), in Wiens, Microeconomics of 
Peasant Economy, pp. 165-68, Table 5.2. 
Mi Rucheng, Diguozhuyiyu Zhongguo tielu, p. 551. 
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The evidence does not sustain this view. Western studies of the Chinese working 
class once followed the Chinese view closely and asserted that "workers and their 
families simply did not have enough to live Not only were wages meagre — 
which indeed they were — but the livelihood of workers was said to be deteriorating. 
Yiu-Chung Ko writes that the living standard of workers in north China was "a bare 
subsistence" which was "further declining" in the late 1920s due to the "soaring 
price" of agricultural prices brought about by the impact of floods, droughts or civil 
war.'^' 
The issue of wages and income in China at the time is not that wages were low, 
that families lived less than plentiful lives, and life was pretty tough. Rather, the 
issue is one of the relationship between wages, income and food; the question of the 
relativities of incomes; and despite the all too obvious low standard of living implicit 
in the household budget surveys of the period, the question of whether living 
standards were getting better or worst. Contrary to long-held beliefs, the evidence 
above indicates that living standards were better in the 1930s, particularly for railway 
workers, and the trend had been steadily upward from about 1920. As C. P. 
FitzGerald had observed, the railways provided a shengyi for its employees and their 
families, and one which was better than that had by most.'^^ 
Summary of findings 
This chapter has given an account of the salary and wage structures on Chinese 
railways before 1937, examined the distribution of wages and the effect of an 
imperfect and segmented labor market, discussed the changes in nominal wages and 
actual eamings of railway workers, and finally, analysed changes in the level of real 
wages and standard of living. 
The remuneration structure of the railways was finely graduated. Although a 
country-wide scale of salaries applied to the supervisory staff of the Chinese National 
Railways, each line had its own scale for manual grades. Disparities between lines in 
the rates paid were prominent as was also the extent of the variation in the division of 
labor evident in the different nomenclature for manual grade occupations. Nearly all 
lines had most of their workforce on a narrow spread of rates, and few had a wide 
spread of rates. The differences in job titles made comparisons of wages between like 
occupations difficult. Nevertheless, the charting of wage differentials for drivers. 
Chesneaux, Chinese Labor, p. 98. 
Yiu-Chung Ko's treatment of living standards and real wages is very thin and consists of 
summarising various surveys, such as those done by Sidney Gamble, L. K. Tao, Liu Xinquan, 
Wang Zijian, Fang Xianting. Expressions such as "bare subsistence", "meagre existence" and 
"further declining" are problematic and unquantifiable. "The Labor Movement in North China, 
1900-1937", Unpublished Phd diss., University of California, 1981, pp. 104-15, Chapter V. 
FitzGerald, Why China? , p. 39. 
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firemen, engine cleaners, carpenters, blacksmiths and workshop laborers highlighted 
the wide variation between the highest and lowest rates for manual grades across the 
rail system. The wage differentials for railway labor were seen as a function of market 
segmentation directly related to the native-place of workers. Variations and diversity 
in the areas from which railway labor was recruited, and the prevailing agricultural 
wages in those areas, explain in part differentials for occupations and skill levels. 
Nominal wages for railway workers rose over the period of this study. Actual 
earnings were difficult to measure, but studies in the 1920s and 1930s indicate that 
railway workers on average took home wages slightly above their nominal monthly 
wage rates. Nominal wages changed little until the late 1910s and as a result real 
wages declined between 1905 and 1920. In the early 1920s increased militancy and a 
series of strikes won substantial rises in cash rates lifted real wages. An upward trend 
in real wages was set in motion which continued through mid- and late-1920s and 
into the 1930s. My analysis of real wages produced three major findings: changes in 
the real wages of railwaymen were primarily a factor of changes in prices between 
1905 and 1936, and that railway workers earned more than those in other industries. 
Contrary to long-held beliefs that living standards stagnated or even declined, the 
evidence from the railways for the period from 1920 show a gradual upward trend in 
real wages measured in flour equivalents. By 1935 a railway worker could afford to 
maintain a bigger household than he could 15 years earlier. Incomes had improved. 
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T able A5.1 Wj jge and price d ata f( j r t h e cal culat ion c )f th£ rea wag es o f W O l rkers on t he B eipir ig-Lii aonit ig R; 3ilwa y , i 9 110-3 7, an d se lecte doth ler w 'orke rs 
1910 1911 1912 1913 1914 1915 1916 1917 1918 1919 1920 1921 1922 1923 1924 1925 1926 1927 1928 1929 1930 1931 1932 1933 1934 1935 1936 1937 
Sk ill classification Price of flour ($/bag) 1.88 1.95 1.91 2.24 2.17 2.31 249 2.56 2 58 2.29 2.84 2.98 . 2.92 2 98 2.86 341 3.35 3.55 3 29 3.38 3.69 3.05 2 95 252 2.38 2.66 3 4 9 4.12 
1 Unskilled Observations 12 12 13 13 13 13 14 18 18 23 25 28 27 30 30 29 31 30 33 32 35 40 43 39 38 41 42 42 
Average wage 8.08 8.20 8.22 8.77 8.84 8.98 9.04 882 8 88 9.09 9.09 9.98 9.93 12 29 12.77 13.63 13.62 13.66 14.07 15.78 15.44 15 15 14.99 15.15 15.09 15.74 16.09 16.07 
Median wage 8.00 8.00 8.00 8.00 8.00 8.00 8.50 8.00 825 9.00 9.00 10.10 9.60 12,00 12.00 13.20 13.20 13 20 13.20 15.30 15.60 15.60 15.00 15.60 15.60 16.20 16.20 16.20 
Av. real wage (flour) 4.30 4.21 429 3.92 4.08 3.89 3.63 3.44 3.44 3.97 3.20 3.35 3.40 4.12 4.47 4.00 4.06 3 85 4.28 4.67 4.18 4.97 5.08 6.01 6.34 5.92 4.61 3.90 
Real wage index 
(1920=100) 134 131 134 122 128 121 113 108 108 124 100 105 106 129 140 125 127 120 134 146 131 155 159 188 198 185 144 122 
1st difference -3 3 -12 5 -6 -8 -6 0 16 -24 5 2 23 11 -15 2 -7 13 12 -15 24 4 29 10 -13 -41 -22 
2 Semiskil led Observations 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 3 4 4 5 11 11 12 15 14 16 16 17 14 14 15 14 12 12 14 15 
Average wage 10.20 10.20 10.20 10.20 10.20 10.20 10.20 9.00 10.00 11.35 12.75 12.12 13 53 16.96 19.05 21.02 20.98 20.66 20.23 21.67 22.97 23.20 23.09 2240 22.35 23.97 23.16 22.73 
Median wage 10.20 10.20 10.20 10.20 10.20 1020 10.20 9.00 10.20 10.80 13.20 13 80 12.90 16.80 17.70 19.20 19.20 19.20 18.60 20.40 22.00 23.30 21.60 21.30 21.30 22.80 22.50 22.20 
Av. real wage (flour) 5.43 5.23 5 33 4.56 4.71 4.42 4.10 3.52 3.88 4.96 4.49 4.07 4.63 5.69 6.66 6 16 6.26 5.82 6.15 6.41 6.23 7.61 7.83 8.89 9.39 9.01 6.64 5 5 2 
Real wage index 
(1920=100) 121 117 119 102 105 98 91 78 86 110 100 91 103 127 148 137 139 130 137 143 139 169 174 198 209 201 148 123 
1st difference -4 2 -17 3 -7 -7 -13 8 24 -10 -9 13 24 22 -11 2 -10 7 6 -4 31 5 24 11 -8 -53 -25 
3 Skilled workers Observations 3 3 3 3 3 5 5 5 5 5 5 6 7 7 9 9 10 10 12 14 17 17 17 17 18 18 18 19 
Average wage 35.90 35.90 35.90 35.90 35.90 28.50 28.80 28,80 29 10 30.30 30.90 30.45 34.16 37.29 38.20 41.00 40.20 40.20 39.63 39.79 36.99 37.16 37 64 37.64 36.83 38.48 38.75 36.92 
Median wage 36.60 36.60 36.60 36.60 36.60 29.10 29.10 29.10 29.10 29.10 29.10 31.05 36.30 36.30 36.30 39.90 39.75 39.75 38.55 39.75 39.00 39.00 40.20 40.20 39.30 39.90 41.40 38.00 
Av. real wage (flour) 19.13 18.42 18.77 16.04 16.58 12.34 11.57 11.25 11.28 13.23 10.88 10.22 11.70 12.51 13.36 12.02 12.00 11.32 12.04 11.77 10.02 12.19 12.76 14.94 15.47 14.47 11.10 8.97 
Real wage index 
(1920=100) 176 169 172 147 152 113 106 103 104 122 100 93.9 108 115 123 111 110 104 111 108 92 112 117 137 142 133 102 82 
1st difference -7 3 -25 5 -39 -7 -3 0 18 -22 -6 14 7 8 -12 0 -6 7 -2 -16 20 5 20 5 -9 -31 -20 
4 Allskil l average Observations 16 16 17 17 17 19 20 25 26 32 34 39 45 48 51 53 55 56 61 63 66 71 75 70 68 71 74 76 
Average wage 13.43 13.52 13.22 13.64 13.69 14.18 14.04 12.83 12.90 12.68 12.73 13.40 14,58 17.01 18.74 20.37 20.32 20.40 20.71 22.71 22.59 22.01 21.74 22.06 22.13 22.89 22 94 22.60 
Median wage 8.55 9.00 9.00 9.00 9.00 10.00 9.50 9.00 9.00 9.50 9.00 10.80 11.00 13.40 14.40 15.00 15.00 15.60 16.20 18.00 17.40 16.95 16.50 16.88 16.65 17.00 18.15 18.15 
Av. real wage (flour) 7.15 6.94 6.91 6.10 6.32 6.14 5.64 5.01 5.00 5.54 4.40 4,50 4,99 5.71 6.55 5.97 6.07 5.75 6.30 6.72 6.12 7.22 7.37 8.75 9.30 8.61 6.57 5.49 
Real wage index 
(1920=100) 160 155 154 136 141 137 126 112 112 124 100 100 111 127 146 133 135 128 141 150 137 161 165 195 208 192 147 123 
1st difference -5 -1 -18| 5 -4 -11 -14 0 12 -24 0 11 16 19 -13 2 -7 12 9 -13 24 3 31 12 -15 -45 -24 
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Table A5.1 Wage and price data for the calculation of the real wages of workers on the Beiping-Liaoning Railway, 1910-37, and selected other workers 
O n 
O n 
1910 1911 1912 1913 1914 1915 1916 1917 1918 1919 1920 1921 1922 1923 1924 1925 1926 1927 1928 1929 1930 1931 < 9 3 2 1933 1934 1935 1936 1937 
5 K a i l u a n m i n e r s Nomina l w a g e rates 8.33 8.33 8.33 8.33 8.33 8.33 8 3 3 9 24 9 .24 10.17 10.41 11.16 11.61 11.61 11.88 11.75 13.88 13 88 15.49 15.25 12.06 16.32 16.49 16.32 
Av. real w a g e (flour) 3 85 3.61 3.35 3.25 3.23 3 6 4 2 9 3 3.10 3.16 3.41 3.64 3 27 3.47 3 27 3.61 3.48 3.76 4 .55 5.25 6.05 5 .07 6 .14 4 .72 3.96 
Real w a g e index 131 123 114 111 110 124 100 106 108 116 124 112 118 112 123 119 128 155 179 207 173 209 161 135 
1 St d i f ference -a -9 -3 -1 14 -24 6 2 8 8 -13 7 -7 12 -5 10 27 24 27 -34 36 -48 -26 
6 L i u ' s s e r i e s Four-line average 13.65 13 26 13.55 16.38 16.82 17.28 18.37 18.72 18.78 19.74 
Av. real w a g e (flour) 4.81 4 45 4 .64 5 .50 5.88 5.07 5.48 5.27 5.71 5 .84 
Real w a g e index 100 93 96 114 122 105 114 110 119 121 
BLR unskilled 9.65 10.38 10.22 11.96 12.30 13.58 13.76 13.75 13.82 13.68 
Av. real w a g e (flour) 3.40 3.48 3.50 4.01 4 .30 3.98 4.11 3.87 4 .20 4.05 
Real w a g e index 100 102 103 118 126 117 121 114 124 119 
BLR semiskilled 15.38 15.71 14.27 19.50 19 59 21.50 23.16 22.95 23.31 22.89 
Av. real w a g e (flour) 5.42 5.27 4.89 6.54 6.85 6 .30 6.91 6.46 7.09 6 .77 
Real w a g e index 100 97 90 121 126 116 128 119 131 125 
BLR sklllled 39.37 41.07 39.20 43.12 42.70 45.39 46 34 45.74 46.08 45.16 
Av. real w a g e (f lour) 13.86 13.78 13.42 14.47 14.93 13.31 1 3 8 3 12 88 14.01 13.36 
Real w a g e index 100 99.4 96.9 104 108 96 99.8 93 101 96.4 
Notes: 
1. Day w a g e rates are conver ted to month ly rates us ing a factor of 30. W h e n w a g e rates we re p laced on month ly terms c.1931 the month ly rate inc luded paid hol iday leave, compr is ing 2.5 days of f per mon th (27.5 wor ldng d a y s a mon th ) 
and 15 days annua l leave, for a total of 45 paid days' leave a year (an average wor1<ing month of 26.7 days). All the wor1<ers in the sample are pemianen ts , thus ent i t led to paid ho l iday leave and s ickness benef i ts even w h e n on day- ra tes 
rather than month ly rates ( though pay w a s issued fortnightly), whe reas casuals had no leave or s ickness ent i t lements. 
2. 1913 nian-1952 nian Nankai zhishu ziliao huibian. (Bei j ing, 1958), pp. 70, 132. The tour price ser ies used w a s the Green Gunboat brand wh ich averaged about 6 % higher pr ices than the Red G u n b o a t brand. T h e 1937 pr ices are the 
average of the month ly pr ices for January-June 1937: no data w a s recorded for Ju ly -November as a result of the Japanese invasion of North China. 
3. Th is edited series exc ludes persor is w h o s e w a g e records were badly incomplete or miss ing, and two chief train dr ivers — #88 Zhang X ixuan and #91 Yang Yun — w h o s e w a g e s we re more than four - t imes the average , on ly ava i lab le for 
the last few years of their work life, wh ich badly skewed averages or created "b l imps" in the data series. 
4. Ka i luan ser ies f rom Yan Guanghua et. al, Jiu Zhongguo Kailuan meikuang de gongzi zhidu he baogong zhidu. (Tianj in, 1983), pp. 128-29. 
—15. Liu X inquan, "Huabe i t ielu gongren gongz i tongji", Shehui kexue zazhi. Vol .4 No. 3 (September 1933), pp. 295-96. 
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Chapter 6: The quality of life 
This chapter carries the previous discussion on wages, income and the standard of 
living into the personal sphere of railwaymen's lives. Here I focus on those aspects of 
the "social economy" of labor which took place for the most part outside of the 
workplace and which give an indication of the quality of life: the standard of health 
and welfare, the levels of education and literacy, and the character of family life. 
The distinction between workplace and home cannot be finely drawn. Health 
was often affected by the type of work performed. An industrial accident could rob 
the family of the principal income earner, while the size and resources of the family 
affected the distribution of food within the family, which influenced the working 
capacity of the railwayman and the health of his dependents. Education took place in 
the home — the rudimentary learning of the use of tools on the farm or coaching in 
Chinese among the better off families — and increasingly from 1920s in schools or 
at work. The level of education was a factor in the type of employment and the 
prospects for career advancement. Career progression governed the final wage rate 
which combined with the length of service to determine the rate for pensions on 
retirement or the compensation to be paid to the family when a worker died at work. 
The health, welfare and educational services provided for railway workers and 
their families were not simply philanthropy on the part of the railway administration. 
In China of the early 20th century the state was unable to provide these services in 
any comprehensive maimer. For the state railways the provision of education and 
welfare was an investment in the development and maintenance of the quality of its 
workforce and their reproduction. Education and on-the-job training is clearly of this 
character. Health services can be read similarly as a means to ensure the physical 
welfare of the workforce. These services also bound employees to the railways. The 
opportunities for education of their children, the provision of medical services to the 
family, and the prospect of a pension on retirement, combined to compel employee 
loyalty by raising the cost of selling their acquired skills elsewhere or infringing 
regulations. They were unlikely to obtain similar benefits from another employer, or 
where benefits were available, fulfil the qualifying service criteria. 
Health and welfare 
Compensation, pension and provident fund schemes — along with special hospitals, 
clinics and other welfare services — have been a feature of railways around the 
world. China was no exception. Regulations were made for the provision of 
employee pensions on retirement from the railway and compensation for illness or 
death on the job. The schemes appear to have worked, unlike in other industries. 
Chapter 6 
where such benefits rarely materiaHsed even when arrangements for pensions and 
compensation were instituted formally. This section will discuss the institutional 
organisation of health and welfare services, the causes of morbidity and mortality 
among railwaymen, the legislative and regulatory framework for the compensation 
and pension schemes, how the schemes worked as seen in experiences of individual 
railwaymen and their families, and how the railways dealt with opium addiction 
among workers. 
Provision of medical services began on Chinese railways during the construction 
phase or soon after operations started because existing services were unable to cope 
with the demands arising from workers falling ill on the job.' Regulations were 
introduced to set up medical services and implement formal systems of sick and 
other leave, compensation and pensions.^ The hygiene and medical administration 
was usually a section {gu) of the General Affairs Department of each line within the 
China National Railways system.^ It supervised the work of health inspectors, 
medical officers, pharmacists and nurses, and the operation of railway hospitals and 
clinics. The tasks of the section were diverse. They included the cleanliness of 
railway carriages, stations, offices and stores; the provision of medical and hospital 
services, including pre-employment health checks; the prevention of epidemic 
diseases; the suppression of opium consumption; the promotion of health among 
workers and their families; the control of pedlars at stations; the removal of animal 
carcases along the permanent way; and the collection of health-related statistics. 
Despite the range of tasks and services, the sections were small. The Beiping-
Hankou Railway hygiene and medical administration around 1934 had 98 staff, of 
whom 69 were medical personnel (27 doctors, 14 pharmacists and 28 nurses), who 
looked after a total workforce of about 25,000 manual grades and salaried employees 
with about 120,000 dependents. In the eight general hospitals, two clinics and two 
special hospitals, they attended to 214,910 patient visits in the year to June 1935.'^  
The 11 medical facilities on the Beiping-Liaoning Railway between Tianjin and 
Shanhaiguan had a total establishment of 191 staffed, of whom 62 were medical 
personal, and delivered 155,919 patient services.^ During the two-year reporting 
period 1933-34 the Tianjin-Pukou Railway hospital system provided 542,583 patient 
services. Two-fifth's of all services were provided in the Pukou-Puzhen area at the 
' Ministry of Communications, Jiaotongshi. Luzhengbian (History of Communications, Road 
Administration), (Nanjing, 1935), Pt 2, pp. 206-08. 
^ Ministry of Communications, Jiaotongbu fagui huibian (Compilation of laws and regulations of the 
Ministry of Communications), (Beijing, 1920); Ministry of Railways, Tiedao fagui huibian 
(Compilation of railway laws and regulations), (Nanjing, 1933); Ministry of Railways, Tiedao 
nianjian (Railway Yearbook), vol. 1-3 (1932-36). 
' The location of the hygiene section {yveishengke) in the administrative structure varied before the 
1930s. In the early 20th century the section on the Beiping-Liaoning Railway (then the Beijing-
Fengtian Railway) was part of the permanent way department. 
Tiedao nianjian, 3, pp. 1100-1101. 
^bid., pp. 1104-1107. 
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hospital and two clinics at the south end of the line where the large railway works 
was located.^ A similar situation existed on the other major lines. 
The railway was a provider of medical services to its employees and their 
families, and travellers too. Non-railway employees were treated if they fell ill on a 
train or at a station, and even vaccinated at the railway's expense. An important 
activity of the medical staff was the prevention of epidemic diseases.^ Smallpox 
vaccination campaigns took place mostly in early spring and autumn. On the 
Beiping-Hankou Railway 11,550 smallpox vaccinations were administered in the 
1933 fiscal year and 12,918 in the 1934 fiscal year, and typhoid and cholera 
vaccinations numbered 8,595 and 9,220 respectively for each year. There were also 
special programs. These include measures against an outbreak of meningitis in April 
1934 at Jiang'an, an outbreak of scarlet fever and diphtheria at Changxindian in 
February 1935 and at Zhengzhou in June 1935, and prophylactic measures in 
response to the floods in summer 1935.^ In July, November and December 1934 
along the Beiping-Liaoning Railway, employees and their families were vaccinated 
for smallpox, scarlet fever and cholera, and their houses disinfected.^ 
On the Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou Railway for the year to June 1935 smallpox 
vaccinations numbered 14,843 of which 5,936 were given to employee families and 
1,018 to travellers. More than 16,600 cholera or combined cholera-typhoid 
vaccinations were also dispensed, 14 scarlet fever vaccinations at the Wusong 
Works, and 2,586 diphtheria shots of which all but 34 were administered to family 
m e m b e r s . I n all, this one railway administration dispensed more than 34,000 shots 
in 1934 alone for smallpox, cholera, typhoid, diphtheria and scarlet fever in what was 
a major public health effort on the part of a large government instrumentality." 
The concern about infectious epidemic diseases was well founded. Epidemics of 
typhoid, cholera, smallpox and other diseases could threaten the operations of the 
railways. Influenza, malaria, dysentery, and tuberculosis accounted for more than 
® ibid., p. 1109. 
^ The Ministry of Railways' "Railway Prevention of Epidemics Regulations" {tiedao fangyi 
zhangcheng), June 1932, states that in the event of a case of an epidemic disease, the railway 
administration was required to liaise with local authorities to implement containment measures. 
Each railway hospital was required to set up an infectious diseases ward or isolation ward. 
Families, co-workers or travellers who had come in contact with a sufferer of one of nine 
notifiable diseases listed in the regulations were to be placed in the isolation wards for a 
stipulated period. The nine diseases were: Typhoid or para-typhoid, typhus, dysentery, smallpox, 
plague, cholera, diphtheria, infectious encephalitis, scarlet fever. Tiedao nianjian, 1, pp. 391-92 
' Tiedao nianjian, 3, pp. 1101-02. 
9 
10 
ibid., p. 1108. 
ibid., p. 1111. 
" Expenditure, for example, on the provision of all hospital, medical and vaccination services in fiscal 
1934 was $127,920 for the Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou Railway, $315,912 for the Beiping-
Hankou, and $126,807 for the Qingdao-Jinan. These outlays were 3.8%, 5.7% and 3.7% of the 
operational outgoings of the General Affairs department of the three lines, ibid., pp. 1113, 1101, 
1116 (medical expenditures), p. 953 (business accounts). 
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90% of reported incidences of infectious diseases on the Beiping-Hankou Railway, 
shown in Table 6.1. The morbidity incidence per 1000 employees in fiscal 1933 for 
typhoid was 10.3, for tuberculosis 43.5, for dysentery 108.8, for malaria 150, and for 
influenza 207.'^ The incidence of these diseases would probably have been greater 
had it not been for the prophylactic campaigns. A similar pattern is seen on the 
Qingdao-Jinan Railway. Dysentery, influenza, malaria and tuberculosis account for 
nearly all reported incidences of infectious or parasitic-borne diseases. Dysentery 
was a disease mostly of the summer months, symptomatic of unsafe water and food 
storage. Influenza was a winter illness which reminds us how life-threatening a 'cold' 
was before the advent of modem drugs. 
I able 6.1 Keported incidences or bpidemic uiseases, 1933-34 
Beiping-Hankou Railway Administration Qingdao-Jinan Railway Administration 
1933 percent 1934 percent 1933 percent 1934 percent 
Typhoid 246 1.9% 193 2.5% 9 0.4% 9 0.2% 
Cholera 59 0.5% 51 0.7% 6 0.2% n.a. n.a. 
Dysentry 2,612 20.5% 1,149 14.7% 587 23.9% 1,393 32.7% 
Smallpox 42 0.3% 64 0.8% 0 0.0% 11 0.3% 
Diptheria 20 0.2% 10 0.1% 9 0.4% 7 0.2% 
Scarlet fever 8 0.1% 25 0.3% 14 0.6% 4 0.1% 
Meningitis 79 0.6% 55 0.7% 0 0.0% n.a. n.a. 
Typhus 64 0.5% 29 0.4% 0 0.0% n.a. n.a. 
Influenza 4,977 39.0% 3,386 43.4% 873 35.6% 2,239 52.5% 
Tuberculosis 1,045 8.2% 669 8.6% 198 8.1% 211 4.9% 
Malaria 3,600 28.2% 2,163 27.8% 653 26.6% 338 7.9% 
Others 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 106 4.3% 53 1.2% 
Total 12,752 100.0% 7,794 100.0% 2,455 100.0% 4,265 100.0% 
Sources: Tiedao nianjian, 3, p. 1102; Tiedao nianjian, 2, p. 1119; Qingdao-Jinan Railway, 
Jieshou shisan zhounian jiyao (Summary of the 13th year of the rendition), (1936), table between 
pp. 26-27. 
Note: The figures are for the fiscal years 1933 and 1934, ending 30 June 1934 and 1935. 
Morbidity and mortality among railway workers Our knowledge of the illnesses and 
causes of death among railway workers comes from the labor and hygiene statistics 
in railway publications, records of worker's requests for leave, and compensation 
files. Analysis of the medical certificates and related documents for the group of 93 
workers on the Beiping-Liaoning Railway whose medical records survived in the 
railway's compensation files reveal that 81% of the primary causes of death fitted 
into five classes of disease.'^ Most common were circulatory and infectious diseases, 
The morbidity incidence was calculated assuming an establishment of 24,000 workers and staff. 
The classification used is an adaptation of the World Health Organization, International Statistical 
Classification of Diseases and Related Health Problems, 10th revision [ICD-10], Geneva, 1992. 
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followed by respiratory diseases, trauma (mostly work-related accidents), and 
digestive diseases. The analysis of this sample is summarised in Table 6.2 below. 
Most of the circulatory diseases were listed as cerebral haemorrhages (strokes) 
and heart attacks, many of which were probably attributed to age degeneration, 
though several victims were young, in their 30s and 40s. Some of the medical 
certificates noted external factors, such as overwork, fatigue, poor nutrition and poor 
hygiene. The 42-year-old storeman Wang Qixiang's heart attack was put down to 
overwork and poor nutrition, resulting in a severe nervous disorder and a weak heart, 
while the train driver Wu Enzhao, also 42, died from rheumatic heart disease. 
Table 6.2 Summary of cause of death by disease type 
Class of illness or disease total Class of illness or disease total 
A. Infectious and parasitic 19 H. Respiratory 14 
B. Neoplasm 2 1. Digestive 9 
0. Blood and blood-related 0 J. Skin 0 
D. Nutritional and metabolic 2 K. Muscukoskeletal 0 
E. Neuro-mental and behavioral 1 L. Genitourinary 0 
F. Eye and ear 0 M. Injury and external (trauma) 13 
G. Circulatory 20 N. Miscellaneous 13 
Source: SHA 215/1726-30, 2053, 2056, 2078-80. 
Note: The classification of disease or health problem is adapted from the system used 
in the World Health Organisation, International Statistical Classification of Diseases 
and Related Health Problems, 10th revision, (Geneva, 1992) 
Tuberculosis was the most commonly observed infectious disease, accounting 
for 17 of the 19 deaths due to infectious or parasitic diseases.'^ The others were one 
incidence of cholera and another unidentified epidemic disease. Quite a few young 
tuberculosis victims seem to have contracted an acute infection. This indicates a 
primary infection, which in adults leads to rapid decline, that was consistent with a 
worker of rural origin without prior exposure and less resistance.'^ The permanent 
SHA 215/1726. Application for compensation by the wife of Wang Qixiang, July 1938. SHA 
215/1726. Application for compensation by the wife of Wu Enzhao, 16 August 1938 
" Tuberculosis was the leading cause of premature death in early 20th century China, accounting for 
one in four or five of all deaths. Zhang Yixia and Mark Elvin, "Environment and Tuberculosis in 
Modem China", unpublished manuscript (1993). 
Autopsies conducted at the Peking Union Medical College Hospital between 1935 and 1939 on 
Chinese adults found many with first-infection or primary-type TB lesions usually found among 
infants and children, and thus the lack of resistance among these adults accounted for their high 
morbidity and mortality. Most were former rural residents whereas those who had grown up in 
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hand Yu Baoling was 24 at the time of death. A native of Luanxian, he had worked 
on the railways just three years and one month. Another permanent hand, 29-year-old 
Yang Shichun from Baoding, had worked only slightly more than three years on the 
railways after leaving the farm before his death from tuberculosis. Similarly, 
signalman Liu Guangxun from Anci county was 32 when he died from a TB-related 
disease of the heart-valve and membrane.'^ 
Among the deaths from respiratory diseases in this group of railwaymen, acute 
bronchial inflammations and asthma were prominent. Some may have been TB-
related or misdiagnosed incidences of TB. Some of the nine deaths from digestive 
diseases, such as Yao Shutang who died from dysentery and Yin Wenxin who died 18 from acute enteritis, might well have been of an infectious kind borne by food. 
Death arising from external factors or injuries accounted for 13 of the 93 deaths 
analysed here. Several were horrific railway-related work accidents: severed or 
crushed limbs, being run over by locomotives, and infected wounds such as occurred 
on railways around the w o r l d . T h e mechanic Guo Yongfu severed his right arm on 
a grinding wheel at the Tangshan Works. Station platform hand Wu Changqing had 
his left thigh crushed between a locomotive and a carriage. The track worker Pan 
Qingshen was run over by a locomotive at Luanxian on 5 July 1939, and nine days 
later near Tianjin Station the train attendant Li Youmei was also run over. In the cold 
of a track-side dormitory during the night of 22 February 1939 fiimes from a coal 
briquette stove poisoned assistant inspector Wan Baohe. Car fitters Xing Zhaoyu and 
Li Lianfang died within days of each other from septicaemic poisoning of wounds 
sustained on the job. Station attendant Sun Xin, who suffered from an untreated or 
incurable unidentified disease which caused him great pain, hanged himself in May 
1939. Cui Wenbin, a general hand, was set upon by bandits and murdered while en 
route to his home village to celebrate Chinese New Year in January 1939. 
Beijing had secondary or adult-type lesions. John Z. Bowers, Western Medicine in a Chinese 
Palace: Peking Union Medical College, 1917-1951, (Philadelphia, 1972), pp. 171-72. 
SHA 215/1726. Application for compensation by the wife of Yu Baoling, June 1938. SHA 
215/1726. Application for compensation by the father of Yang Shichun, September 1938. SHA 
215/1730. Application for compensation by the wife of Liu Guangxun, 20 August 1939. 
" SHA 215/1730. Application for compensation by the wife of Yao Shutang, 20 July 1939; by the 
wife of Yin Wenxin, September 1939. 
Occupational accidents and their toll on early British railways is told in "A Chapter of Accidents", 
Philip S. Bagwell, The Railwaymen (London, 1963). Concern about education and health 
standards were "notably absent" on early American railways before the 1880s, says Walter 
Licht. Private signalling and safety equipment caused many accidents resulting in death and 
injury rates higher than in Britain, and American railway companies were slow to provide 
compensation, relief or pensions. Walter Licht, Working for the Railroad: The Organization of 
Work in the Nineteenth Century (Princeton, 1983), pp. 45 (direct quote), 181-90, 197-213. 
SHA 215/1726. Application for compensation by the wife of Guo Yongfu, July 1938; by the father 
of Wu Changqing, 27 September 1938. SHA 215/1729. Application ... by the wife of Pan 
Qingshen, 24 July 1939; by the wife of Li Youmei, 20 July 1939; by the wife of Wan Baohe, 2 
March 1939. SHA 215/1730. Application ... by the wife of Xing Zhaoyu, 16 September 1938; Li 
17 
19 
20 
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Although the medical administrations compiled statistics for death and illness, I 
was unable to find a systematic comparison of cross-line and regional differences. 
There does not appear to be any comprehensive data for occupational disease and 
death on the Chinese National Railways. The fragmentary data available would 
suggest the pattern observed in the small sample from the Beiping-Liaoning Railway 
was seen on other lines, an indication of which is contained in the summary of the 
cause of death for which compensation was issued on the Qingdao-Jinan Railway, 
1931-35. 
Table 6.3 Causes of Death on the Qingdao-Jinan Railway, 1931-35 
1931 1932 1933 1934 1935 Total Percent 
Staff On the job 1 0 0 0 1 2 0.5% 
Age and 
illness 9 11 7 9 16 52 13.5% 
Workers On the job 12 4 11 3 4 34 8.8% 
Age and 
illness 78 64 39 33 83 297 77.1% 
Total deaths 100 79 57 45 104 385 100.0% 
Source: Qingdao-Jinan Railway, Jieshou shisan zhounian jiyao (Summary of the 13th year of the 
rendition), (1936), table between pp. 18-19. 
Notes: "On the job" includes death arising from official duties (yingong zhiming) and death due to 
misadventure or carelessness {shishen yunming), "Age and illness" refers to the cumulative 
effects of work and age (jilao binggu). 
Over these five years, 384 Qingdao-Jinan Railway employees died of whom 331 
were manual grade workers (Table 6.3). Most of the deaths were put down to the 
cumulative effect of exhaustion and age (jilao binggu) — only two staff and 34 
workers were identified as dying on the job. More employees might have died at 
work during the reporting period, but the statistics only report those deaths for which 
compensation was paid. The breakdown for 1935 shows that the five deaths on the 
job were seemingly attributed to the negligence or carelessness of the worker 
{shishen yunming) and not arising directly fi-om their work and duties alone (yingong 
zhisi). Two of these deaths occurred in the locomotive department and one each in 
the engineering, traffic, and police departments. Death attributed to the degenerative 
effects of work and age were probably similar to the Beiping-Liaoning Railway: 
circulatory, respiratory or digestive system-related diseases. 
Sick leave arrangements. All state railways had procedures which allowed workers 
to take leave. Four types of leave were allowed: sick leave (bingjia), personal affairs 
or compassionate leave (shijia), marriage leave (hunjia), and funeral leave 
Lianfang, September 1939. SHA 215/1729. Application ... by the wife of Sun Xin, 20 June 
1939. SHA 215/1727. Application .. by the wife of Cui Wenbin, 1939. 
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{sangjid)}^ Comparative figures of requests for leave are inconclusive as to any 
regional variation in morbidity. As shown in Table 6.4 sick leave requests comprised 
48.6% of requests for leave in fiscal 1934 across the China National Railways. Sick 
leave as a proportion of total leave requests varied widely, from a high 75.3% of all 
requests on the Beiping-Hankou line to a low of 32.6% on the Beiping-Liaoning line. 
The reasons for the disparities are numerous — differences in the work regime that 
might result in more illnesses or the greater use of sick leave, variations in the age 
structure of the workforce which might predispose a particular group of workers to 
illness, local or regional epidemics — but no definitive explanation can be offered. 
Table 6.4 Summary of railway leave requests, 1934 
Personal percent Sick percent Marriage Funeral Total 
affairs leave leave leave 
NSHR 5,331 53.1% 4,708 46.9% 0 1 10,040 
TPR 5,686 44.1% 6,230 48.3% 481 489 12,886 
BHR 2,025 20.8% 7,334 75.3% 116 261 9,736 
BLR 4,866 64.0% 2,479 32.6% 98 160 7,603 
BSR 2,624 57.7% 1,762 38.7% 54 109 4,549 
LHR 2,160 39.7% 2,942 54.1% 176 158 5,436 
QJR 4,108 53.2% 3,062 39.6% 149 404 7,723 
ZTR 999 60.0% 639 38.4% 14 13 1,665 
DQR 903 54.9% 655 39.8% 35 53 1,646 
NJR 605 50.9% 532 44.7% 19 33 1,189 
GJR 619 47.0% 667 50.6% 15 16 1,317 
GHR(N) 632 27.8% 1,424 62.6% 88 130 2,274 
GHR(S) 1,693 60.0% 1,066 37.8% 24 37 2,820 
Total 32,251 33,500 1,269 1,864 68,884 
Total 46.8% 48.6% 1.8% 2.7% 100.0% 
Source: Guoyou tielu gongren, 2, p. 10. Financial year, ending 30 June 1935. 
Administration of sick leave was tight. The files of the requests for leave from 
the Tangshan traffic section of the Beiping-Liaoning Railway in early 1937 include 
the original leave applications, most probably completed by a clerk at the point of 
employment.^^ Each application gives the name of the worker, duty, work place, 
21 
22 
Railway regulations allowed leave to senior staff {zhiyuan) for personal affairs, illness, maternity, 
marriages and funerals. Manual grades were allowed leave for personal affairs of 15 days a year 
without pay deductions (kouxin) under Clause 16 of the service ordinance. Clause 17 allowed 
sick leave on full pay for the first month and half pay for the second month. The personnel 
records in Beiping-Liaoning line SHA 215 series of compensation files, which I have used 
extensively, show few pay deductions for sick leave and infrequent deductions for other forms 
of leave. For regulations, see Tiedao fagui (1933), renshi (personnel), pp. 63-68 "Ministry of 
Railways' Staff Leave Regulations" {tiedaobu zhiyuan qingjia tiaoUy, pp. 93-100, "Railway 
Employees Service Ordinance" {tielu yuangongfuwu tiaoli). 
SHA 215/1755. Tangshan chewuduan yuangong qingjia (Tangshan traffic section leave), 1937. 
Similar files are also available for the Tianjin-Pukou Railway, among others. 
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reason for leave, duration and dates, previous leave in the current year, the designated 
relief, and is signed by the local superior (usually the station master for a local traffic 
section) and countersigned by the section chief and department head. Most files also 
include the telegrams between Tangshan and the station providing the relief 
personnel. Ticket inspector Mao Yuzhu at Luanxian station requested three days sick 
leave from 22 April and was relieved by the clerk Liu Chunliang at the same station. 
Sometimes complicated transfer arrangements had to be made. The Xugezhuang 
station flagman Zhang Qi's four days of compassionate leave from 16 April was 
delayed until the 24th because his relief, the brakeman Zhou Xiaoqing, could not be 
transferred from Tangshan station until 23 April. Zhou Xiaoqing's stay at 
Xugezhuang was extended when signalman Zhou Qing applied for seven day's leave 
from 25 April. Zhou Qing, however, was instructed to delay his leave until 28 April 
when Zhou Xiaoqing would be able to relieve him upon Zhang Qi's return. 
Opium addiction among railwaymen. Trafficking in and use of opium by railway 
workers was a problem for the railway administrations.^^ Opium consumption on the 
job posed a danger to the safety of workers and passengers, affected operational 
efficiency, and incurred losses through absenteeism and illness. Regulations were 
progressively toughened in the 1930s as part of the Nanjing Government's opium 
eradication campaign, with the effect that railway workers were scrutinised with 
increasing severity. In 1931 only 86 employees were investigated — about a dozen 
or so persons from each of seven lines noted — of whom 23 were confirmed as 
addicts and dismissed according to the service regulations.^'* By the mid-1930s every 
line on the China National Railways was investigating dozens of workers each year. 
The Ministry of Railways, based on decisions of the Opium Suppression 
Commission (Jinyan weiyuanhui), in late 1936 required each railway administration 
to file three types of reports. These were to report their achievements in opium 
suppression, the investigation of employee addiction, and the seizure of opiates.^^ 
In addition to these reports, measures for the control and punishment of workers 
involved with narcotics were proclaimed. Draconian penalties were introduced in the 
narcotics prohibition ordinance, proclaimed by Military Affairs Commission on 11 
May 1934, which covered morphine, coca, heroin and any narcotic compound or 
derivative. The death penalty was mandatory for the manufacture or transport of 
narcotics, and the running of an establishment for the supply or procurement of 
" The contribution to the income of railway workers of their engagement in smuggling or illicit 
trading of goods including opium was covered briefly in chapter five. 
^^ Tiedao nianjian, 1, p. 391. 
^^  SHA 457/257/056-58. Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou Railway, General Affairs Department, Hygiene 
Section, correspondence no. 1678, 4 November 1936. The three types of reports were: "Report 
of achievements in opium suppression" {jinyan kaoji baogaobiao), "Report of investigations 
into employees' opium [addiction] situation" (diaoyan yuangong yandu qingxing baogaobiao), 
and "Report on the state of seizures of opiates" {chahuo yapian dupin qingxing baogaobiao). 
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narcotics. Death or hfe imprisonment was the penalty for peddling or intending to 
sell narcotics, while users and addicts were to be detained and placed in a hospital to 
undergo a program to break the habit. Those who refused to break the habit or 
resumed it faced the death penalty. Workers were compelled to sign a mutual 
security pledge in which they swore to abstain from any involvement with opium. 
The Ministry of Railways' regulation of March 1935 required that employees at the 
same level form interlocking groups of three in which each member enters into a 
"mutual pact" {huxiang lianbao) agreeing that each would abide by the prohibition 
and in the event of one member being found to have broken the prohibition all three 
would share the penalty {lianzuo)}^ 
The outcome of the demand from the Ministry of Railways to investigate the 
opium habit of railway workers and report the results to higher authorities was the 
creation of a huge filing system.^^ For each worker ordered to present himself to the 
railway hospital there was produced an investigation order, evidence of an alleged 
addiction by way of an inspector's report or informant's letter, hospital observation 
log and laboratory report, and the administrative decision based on the fmdings.^^ 
Dismissal was automatic for confirmed addiction or refusal to report for tests. The 
results of tests were then summarised in the tabular reports sent to the ministry every 
six months. For example, between January 1934 and June 1936, the Nanjing-
Shanghai-Hangzhou Railway investigated the alleged opium habit of 174 employees 
in the traffic department.^^ In 1934 the railway found 40 with a confirmed habit who 
were dismissed along with another suspected worker who refused to be tested. Nine 
confirmed addicts were found in 1935 among the 79 ordered to report for 
examination. Two employees who refused to report for testing were dismissed too. 
For the first six months of 1936 only four addicts were found among the 27 ordered 
for testing, but results inexplicably were not reported for seven workers. 
^^  SHA 685/19. Wusong Works, medical and narcotics file, 1934-37. This file contains copies of the 
"Provisional ordinance for the prohibition of pernicious narcotics'" {Yanjin Hexing dupin zanshi 
tiaoli), and the ministry's "Regulations governing a mutual security pledge to abide by the 
prohibition on railway employees and police smuggling narcotics" {Tiedaobu jinzhi tielu 
yuangongjingyi siyun dupin lianbao lianzuo guize), 4 March 1935. 
SHA 457/258/003-5. Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou Railway, General Affairs Department, Hygiene 
Section. Correspondence and directives from the Ministry of Railways, August 1934, relaying 
the Opium Suppression Commission's instructions which required that the reports of the 
investigation of railway workers' opium addiction were to be sent half yearly. The reports were 
to be completed according to the Administrative Yuan ordinances on investigation of public 
servants, issued in February 1930, and on opium suppression, issued in December 1933. 
^^  SHA 457/249. Opium habit investigation files, 1935-37. Contains the test results of 72 workers. 
SHA 457/259. Opium habit investigation files, 1934-37. Contains the test results for several 
hundred workers and for those who were found to have a habit a dismissal notice which 
provided very useful data on employment, wages and allowances of the dismissed employee. 
SHA 685/109 is a Wusong Workshop file which contains medical records of testing for opium 
addiction. 
SHA 457/257. Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou Railway, half-yearly reports of employee opium habit 
investigations, January 1934 to June 1936. Most of the reports are from the traffic department. 
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Opium addiction could be found among workers in any railway occupation and 
in any age group. Which workers acquired a habit? Those sent for testing ranged 
from 20 to 65 years of age. They included station hands on the Nanjing-Shanghai-
Hangzhou line such as the 58-year-old Wang Asi, the 44-year-oId accounts clerk Zhu 
Nantai, the 34-year-old railway police inspector Deng Fa, and the 29-year-old station 
master Kong Dejian, all of whom were found to be addicted and consequently 
dismissed.^® The engineering department in May 1935 tested four workers on the 
Nanjing-Dantu section and found three were addicts: Wang Jingui, 60, a track 
laborer, Zhang Fucai, 42, a painter, and Zhong Zizhou, 49, a foreman.^' Investigation 
was rigorous, time consuming and expensive. Kong Qingxun, 35, a signalman at 
Shanhaiguan, was one of many hundreds of workers who were sent to the Tianjin 
Hospital where he was kept under observation for seven days in November 1937.^ ^ 
His urine, tested at the Laboratoire Pasteur of the Municipalite Francaise, was found 
free of any opiate derivatives. No fever, diarrhoea or vomiting was observed during 
his confinement and Kong was thereby cleared of any allegation of opium addiction. 
Most of the workers sent for investigation had been informed against {gaofa or 
jianju were the terms used in the reports). There was obvious scope for personal 
vendettas, as indeed seems to have been the case when the citizen (gongmin — here 
meaning a non-railway employee) Meng Taorong accused a Beiping-Liaoning 
Railway deputy station master, Chen Zonglin, of "eating opium and colluding with 
[other] workers to steal coal and seduce the wives of others." No evidence was found 
of theft or womanising, the personnel department reported, and a medical 
examination by the Tianjin Hospital to establish the opium habit had not been 
completed at the date of the last correspondence in this file.^^ 
The investigation of Zhu Nantai, the accounts clerk mentioned in the Nanjing-
Shanghai-Hangzhou Railway tabular report for the first half of 1934, was initiated by 
the deputy station master at Suzhou who in a letter to the general manager of the 
railway in December 1933 had accused Zhu of being a liumang — a hoodlum or 
gangster^"* — who trafficked in opium to pay for his and his wife's habit. Zhu was 
admitted to the Shanghai railway hospital for tests on 26 January 1934 which 
confirmed opium addiction. His dismissal was recommended on 9 February and the 
^^  SHA 457/257/007. 
" SHA 457/258/018. 
" SHA 215/2398/004-006. 
" SHA 215/2398/009-013. Traffic Department, investigation submission no. 2483, 9 May 1938, and 
General Affairs Department, personnel directive no. 850, 22 June 1938. 
The Shanghai argot liumang commonly inferred that the person was a member of the Green Gang 
iqingbang), the secret society gang which controlled distribution of narcotics from the 1920s. 
See Brian Martin, "Warlords and gangsters: The opium traffic in Shanghai and the creation of 
the three prosperities company to 1926", in John Fitzgerald, ed. The Nationalists and Chinese 
Society. 1923-1937: A Symposium (Melbourne, 1989); Brian Martin, "The Green Gang in 
Shanghai, 1920-1937: The Rise of Du Yuesheng", Phd diss., Australian National University, 
1991. 
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administrative order issued on 12 February. Despite a petition from Zhu dated 10 
February in which he pleaded his case for leniency, the order was summarily 
confirmed on 16 February without further investigation.^^ 
Many of the workers sent for testing admitted a previous use of opium. Some 
said they had used opium to control pain during an illness, such as the 32-year-old 
assistant station master Huang Shaomian, who said he had previously had a stomach 
illness. Addiction arising from the use of various opiate-based tonics was probably 
widespread in China. Others claimed to have infrequently used opium for recreation. 
The 23 year-old telegraph clerk Shao Xianglin admitted that he had smoked for ftm 
{wanwanr), but claimed that he had smoked without forming a habit.^^ 
Compensation and pensions schemes By the 1920s there were death and injury 
compensation schemes operating across the national railway system. Each railway 
administration had its own regulations and separate schedule of payments. Some 
were crude affairs that paid a lump sum based on length of service for death alone. 
Others had more elaborate schemes which paid at rates calculated according to the 
degree of injury and length of service. 
The Tianjin-Pukou Railway, for example, in the 1920s had three classes of 
compensation payments with the amount determined by the length of service. For 
serious injury resulting in death, $50 was paid to the family of a worker with more 
than one year's service, $40 for six month's service and $30 for more than three 
month's service. For permanent disability the amount was $30, $20 and $10 
respectively, while for semi-disability $20 was paid to workers with more than one 
year's service, $10 for 6-12 month's service and nothing at all for less than six 
month's service. Indirectly employed railway employees to whom compensation was 
owed were paid at 60% of the rate for permanent employees, though payment to 
contracted employees (or their dependents) was the exception rather than the rule. 
On the Beijing-Hankou Railway in the 1910-20s compensation was paid out 
only for death. The regulations, originally issued in 1908, distinguished between staff 
and workers, though the same calculation method was used for both except that a 
wage of $10 a month was used to calculate the compensation for workers who earned 
less than $10 per month and a separate coffin benefit of $10 was paid to the family.^^ 
For less than three year's service, the employee's dependents received five month's 
salary, for three or more years six months, for five or more years eight months, and 
for more than 10 year's service compensation was paid up to a maximum of 12 
" SHA 457/255. Dismissal of employees with an opium habit, 1932-34. 
SHA 457/249. Hospital investigation of employees' opium habit, 1935-37. 
" Luzhengbian, Pt. 2, pp. 935-37. The benefits paid before 1920 were lower that those shown here. 
The revised scheme of 1920 was adopted by both the Beijing-Hankou and Beijing-Suiyuan 
railways. 
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month's salary. The Beijing-Suiyuan Railway scheme of the same period was 
38 modelled on that of the Beijing-Hankou line. 
Old-age pension and savings schemes were similarly diverse, and had a hard 
time winning official approval.^' Nothing came of the first scheme put forward by 
the Department of Railways within the Qing Government's Ministry of Posts and 
Telegraphs. In 1914, the Beiping-Hankou Railway proposed a special labor fund 
{tebie laojin) to which all workers with more than three years' service would 
contribute 5% of their salary which would be saved in a special railway account and 
paid out as a pension on their retirement. The Ministry of Communications did not 
approve the scheme, and for several years doubted the viability of pension savings 
schemes such as this, as they did also a similar Daokou-Qinghua Railway scheme 
proposed in 1918. Three years later, in 1921, the ministry issued a discussion 
document which proposed a national compensation and pension scheme. Soon after 
the Beijing-Fengtian Railway requested approval for a 24-clause old-age pension 
savings regulation. The ministry not only approved the scheme, but issued a set of 
national regulations and ordered the other state-run lines to comply. However, only 
the Beijing-Fengtian Railway implemented the scheme. Subsequent efforts in 1925 
to set up a national railway pension scheme also failed. Schemes that were in 
operation at the end of the 1920s were ad hoc and without uniformity, and in some 
cases their funds had been plundered during the civil wars of the 1920s. 
In 1930 the Nanjing Government took steps to standardise compensation and 
pension scheme benefits.'*® The Ministry of Railway's employees service ordinance 
issued in March 1930 laid down the guidelines for employees' rights and 
conditions.'*' Pensions were provided for in Clause 26 of the ordinance which stated: 
"An employee with continuous service of 25 years and upward who has attained the 
age of 60 sui will be allowed to retire on a monthly pension for the remainder of his 
life at a rate equivalent to half his final salary."'*^ This was an improvement on 
previously mooted schemes other than that of the Beiping-Liaoning Railway. The 
original ministry scheme was to provide a quarter-salary pension after 30 years of 
service which would rise to a half salary pension for service of 35 years, the effect of 
which would be to deny a pension to most manual grades as few would ever work 
long enough to qualify. 
Death and injury compensation were covered by Clause 19 of the March 1930 
employees' service ordinance. It provided that the family of an employee who died 
on the job would be paid a $50 fimeral benefit (zangfei) and compensation (fuxufei) 
ibid., Pt 2, pp. 936, 1662-64. Xu Xiehua, Tielu laogong wenti (The Railway Labor Problem), 
(Beiping, 1931), pp. 135-37. 
" ibid., pp. 141-42. Luzhengbian, Pt. 1, pp. 403-04. 
ibid., pp. 138-40, 142-44. 
Tiedaofagui (1933), remhi (personnel), pp. 93-102. 
ibid., p. 97. 
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of between one and two year's average salary. A permanently disabled worker was 
entitled to a lump sum payment of three month's salary and a benefit for the rest of 
his life at half his previous monthly salary. A worker who became ill or injured, and 
was temporarily unable to work, was entitled to free medical treatment and full pay 
for three months, followed by half pay for up to 12 months. 
These benefits were detailed in national regulations of May 1930.'*^ Three 
classes of benefit were detailed in the regulation's schedule: death, permanent 
disability, and temporary incapacity arising from injury or illness on the job. The 
death benefit paid to the family of the deceased worker for "An act of God" ranged 
from 12 months' average salary for less than two year's service, increasing in 
increments of half a months' salary for each year of service, to 24 months' pay for 
more than 25 years of service.'^ '* If death arose from exhaustion or illness, the 
minimum qualifying period for compensation was three year's of service. The 
compensation payment increased in increments of a half-month salary from one 
month's average pay for three year's of service to 12 month's pay for 25 or more 
years service."^^ For the many other ways a person might die or be injured on the 
railways there were covering clauses and qualifications, and a separate section 
detailing the standard application form for the worker or his dependents claiming 
compensation and the instructions that should appear on such forms.'*^ 
What is striking about these compensation and pension regulations is not that 
they were issued, but that they appear to have worked during a period of considerable 
political chaos and civil strife. Or at least they did on the Beiping-Liaoning Railway. 
Examples from 1931-32 and 1937-39 illustrate the operation of the regulations. Each 
application for compensation would be investigated closely and if found legitimate, 
the payout followed the rules of service. Watchman Liu Fengyou died at age 65 after 
31 years service, the last three years at 54 cents a day ($16.20 a month). Liu's service 
of more than 25 years entitled his wife to the maximum payout for death from 
overwork and illness of 12 months' pay, $194.40."*^ Driver Wu Enzhao fulfilled the 
same conditions, having worked 26 years — the last three years at $38 a month — 
which gave his wife a $456 payout on Wu's death from rheumatic heart disease.''^ 
Only the regulation minimum was paid to the father of the 29-year-old Yang 
Shichun, a permanent hand who had died from TB after three and half years' service. 
Yang senior received one month's salary, $12.'*' 
ibid., pp. 105-21, "National railways employees compensation general regulations" {Guoyou tielu 
yuangong fuxu tongze). 
^ibid. , pp. 105-06. Clause 3. 
' ' ibid., pp. 109-11. Clause 9. 
ibid., pp. 115-18. 
SHA 215/1726. Application for compensation by the wife of Liu Fengyou, June 1938. 
SHA 215/1726. Application for compensation by the wife of Wu Enzhao, August 1938. 
SHA 215/1726. Application for compensation by the father of Yang Shichun, September 1938. 
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Work injuries {gongshang) were paid at a higher rate (12 months salary for the 
first two years of service and half a month for each subsequent year of service). The 
brakeman Zhang Xijian had an epileptic seizure at work, fell on rails and died from 
injuries in his ninth year of service. This was classed a work injury, so that his wife 
obtained the higher payout: 15.5 months salary. She received a $50 funeral benefit 
and $263.50 compensation, based on a final monthly salary of $17.^° The rules were 
tough. Coupler Xu Changzuo's widow was denied compensation despite four 
dependent children as he had not the minimum service of three years.^' 
The September 18 Incident in 1931 when the Japanese army garrisoned in the 
railway zone of the South Manchurian Railway provoked the Manchurian Incident 
and annexed Northeast China gave rise to various claims which illustrate the 
operation of the compensation and pension system. During the campaign to secure 
the area north of Shanhaiguan, bombers from the Japanese airbase at Changchun on 8 
October attacked railway installations and the county seat of Mianxian. Several 
dozen civilians were killed in the attacks. Six Beiping-Liaoning Railway employees 
were among the dead and another 16 were injured." 
Locomotive department section chief Zhang Yunhan secured promptly a funeral 
benefit of $100 for each of the five permanent employees killed and $50 for the 
killed casual coal loader Zhang Chunyou^^, and a temporary support benefit of $50 or 
$20 for each wounded worker. The wounded permanent employees were also given a 
pay rise and received full pay during their recuperation. Special instructions were 
issued to provide compensation for the casual laborers usually not covered by the 
regulations: Zhang Chunyou, Ma Gui and Liu Fengrong.^"^ Zhang Chunyou's family 
received a $100 lump sum pay out in addition to the funeral benefit of $50 already 
paid. Ma Gui was treated without charge at the railway hospital and after his death a 
lump sum compensation of $50 was paid in addition to the previously issued support 
benefit of $50. Liu Fengrong, who was paid a $20 support benefit shortly after the 
incident, later received a $20 injury compensation. 
Despite the extraordinary situation, established procedures which required 
rigorous checking of each claim were followed. Some cases were not settled until 
late 1933.^^ Chief driver of the Shanhaiguan-Mianxian section, Yang Yun, was 
another casualty of the bombing. He suffered "fright-induced palpitation symptoms" 
(jingxia zhengzhong zhi zheng), took to his sick bed and passed away eight months 
SHA 215/1729. Application for compensation by the wife of Zhang Xijian, July 1939. 
" SHA 215/1730. Application for compensation by the wife of Xu Changzuo, August 1939. 
" Tiedao nianjian, 3, p. 490-94. SHA 215/1966. Mianxian be ri ji zhashang zhiyuangong fuxu deng 
(Compensation of employees bombed by Japanese planes at Mianxian). Only eight workers are 
listed as injured in the original list of dead and injured prepared on 20 October 1931. 
" Zhang Chunyou and the other coal coolies were identified as "non-railway workers" (fei lugong). 
^^  SHA 215/1966/49. General Affairs Department, personnel directive no. 2751, 14 December 1931. 
SHA 215/1967. The second file relating to the Mianxian incident holds mostly testimonials and the 
records of the audit department's checking of the bona fides of the claimants. 
181 
Chapter 6 
later on 15 June 1932. The railway provided his wife with a wagon to transport the 
body to Tangshan for burial at his native village in Zunhua county along with their 
household affects valued at $400. Although only part of his file has survived — the 
final compensation determination is missing — the pay out for a chief driver on $92 
a month with more than 30 year's service should have been in excess of $2200.^^ 
For the retired mechanical supervisor Sun Ruizhou the September 18 Incident 
had an unforeseen outcome." His pension was stopped. For five years following his 
retirement in July 1927 from the Goubangzi locomotive shed, north of Shanhaiguan, 
Sun had each month presented his pension card at the shed and collected $49.50, half 
his former monthly wage. During the months after the incident Sun had continued to 
collect his pension. He thought the incident would be short-lived and the control of 
the line quickly resolved, and that he was unaffected by the Beiping-Liaoning 
administration order that all railway workers in occupied areas were to report to 
Tangshan if they were to retain their entitlements. In July 1932 his pension ceased. 
The newly set up Japanese-controlled administration for the railway north of 
Shanhaiguan reftised to honour the pension cards of the former administration. 
Old Sun, who had worked 36 years for the railways, indignantly petitioned the 
locomotive department at Tangshan for reinstatement of his pension which the 
"puppet administration" (weiju) had reftised him. Had he not for more than 30 years 
wholly devoted his life to diligent service for the railway?, he petitioned. Had he not 
lived through the Boxer Uprising, the Russo-Japanese War, and battles between rival 
warlords Zhang Zuolin, Wu Peifti and Feng Yuxiang when the administration had 
temporarily lost control of parts of the line? Why then should a devoted servant such 
as he be denied his pension. Sun pleaded. After many letters, testimonials and 
months of enquires, the administration on 12 January 1933 decided in Sun's favour 
and instructed the chief of the Tangshan locomotive section to resume the pension. 
Sun died on 23 January before he was able to visit Tangshan to complete 
arrangements for the resumption of his pension. That was not the end. Sun's eldest 
son. Sun Shaomian, who was then a Beiping college student, petitioned the 
58 
administration for the pension arrears owed his deceased father. In late February the 
administration agreed that the arrears could be paid provided that Sun Shaomian 
proved he was the legitimate son of Old Sun. This began another cycle of letters, 
testimonials and enquires. On 12 April the accounts department issued a directive in 
the name of the administration chief that they were satisfied on the evidence of the 
^^  The estimate is based on Clause 9, death from illness, of the 1930 national compensation 
regulations. SHA 215/2053. Application for compensation by wife of Yang Yun. 1 July 1932. 
" SHA 215/2096. 1932-1933. "Fengtai Yingkou deng di tuizhi yuangong qing ling xujin yanglaojin" 
(Requests for compensation and pensions from retired workers at Fengtai, Yingkou and other 
places). Sun Ruizhou, a Cantonese mechanic, joined the Tangshan Works in 1891, was 
transferred to the Fengtai loco shed in 1896, and in 1910 was transferred and promoted to 
mechanical supervisor at the Goubangzi loco shed where he worked until he retired on 19 July 
1927. 
' ' SHA 215/2096/32, 5 February 1933. 
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Younger Sun's identity and that the arrears were indeed owed. "However", the 
directive continued, "at no time has any effort been made to confirm that Sun 
Ruizhou did in fact die on 23 January 1933. Once the date of death has been verified 
the payment of arrears will be authorised."^^ The chief of the Tangshan locomotive 
section responded in a tone almost tartly, obviously tired with the procedures, in 
which he confirmed the date of death, and asked that the arrears be paid without 
further fuss. The administration in May 1933 finally agreed that Sun Shaomian had 
proved his relationship to Sun Ruizhou, that Old Sun's death had occurred on 23 
January, and accordingly authorised the payment of the pension arrears for the period 
of six months and 23 days, a sum totalling $334.95.®° 
While Old Sun did not live to enjoy his recovered pension, some workers who 
were caught up in the September 18 Incident lost their entitlements forever. The 
foreman Liu Baozhen, who sought early retirement due to illness at 57 after 33 years 
on the railways, had his application rejected on the grounds that he had not complied 
with the instruction that all workers in occupied areas were to report to Tangshan 
before 31 January 1932. "Liu Baozhen's failure to report constitutes a break in his 
service record and the request cannot be approved," the determination report noted.®' 
Shao Danian, a 60-year-old brakeman with 20 years of service, had his request for 
sickness benefit denied largely on discipline grounds. He had not complied with a 
transfer instruction in February 1914 and had in addition deserted his duties during 
the September 18 Incident." 
If the treatment in these two instances seemed harsh, the Beiping-Liaoning 
Railway also looked after those for whom it felt responsible. When the fireman Zhao 
Zhenfu was killed in a train collision on 26 December 1921 the railway issued a life 
compensation pension {zhongsheng xujin) of $15 a month, equivalent to Zhao's full 
monthly wage, to be shared jointly by his dependent wife and mother. On the death 
of Zhao's wife in May 1932 the mother was only entitled to half the pension 
according to the regulation, but the transport department decided that this amount 
was insufficient and instructed that the mother should continue to receive $15 a 
month.®^ Similarly the railway looked kindly upon the request of retired coupler Si 
De's request that his pension be issued at Guye Station instead of Tangshan. He 
explained that his health made travelling to Tangshan on pension day difficult and 
the expense of travel cut deeply into his meagre pension of $6 a month. After much a 
' ' SHA 215/2096. General Affairs Department, directive no. 821, 12 April 1933. 
SHA 215/2096. General Affairs Department, directive no. 1201, 26 May 1933. 
SHA 215/2096. Transport Department, determination no. 1528, 1933. 
" SHA 215/2094. "Shanhaiguan qu tuizhi yuangong qing fa yanglaojin deng" (Requests for the issue 
of pensions by retired workers in the Shanhaiguan district), 1932-34. 
" SHA 215/2096. Transport Department, directive no. 255, 1933. 
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do about which date the new arrangements would come into effect, the accounts 
department finally agreed.^ 
Education and literacy 
Chinese railwaymen in the 1930s were well educated by the standards of the day. 
Surveys showed that from half to almost three-quarters of the permanent workforce 
had some degree of literacy. The level among most manual grades was probably 
inadequate to read a novel, let alone modem newspapers with their many newly 
coined and loan words from abroad, but it was probably sufficient to make sense of 
signs, railway notices and various common uses of Chinese script at work and in the 
community. The salaried staff — among whom would be included conductors, 
station masters, section chiefs and other supervisory level employees — could be 
expected to have had a fair command of written Chinese and many also may have 
had a working knowledge of English, French or Japanese, depending upon which 
railway administration employed them. 
Literacy is a key indicator of the progress of education among a population. The 
Chinese National Railways was a major investor in the provision of education. In 
developing the human capital of its workforce the state-run railways contributed to 
the development of all levels of education in the prewar period. It ran the main 
engineering colleges of the period, provided technical training schools for tradesmen, 
after-hours schools for workers, and a system of primary and secondary schools for 
the children of railway employees. The formative role of railways' contribution to 
education which assisted later economic development of China has been neglected. 
This section will discuss the level of literacy and education among railway workers, 
the institutional framework of railway education, and how the educational attainment 
of railwaymen compared with other industrial workers in China. 
Surveys of literacy among railway workers. Surveys carried out by the railway 
administration from the 1920s tell us much about the level of literacy among 
railwaymen, the changes in educational levels over time, and the extent to which 
railway workers were educated before they began work or acquired education on the 
job. The most comprehensive survey results before 1937 are the labor statistics for 
1934 which were compiled on the basis of returns from the personnel departments of 
54 SHA 215/2099. "Tangshan chewuduan tuixiu goufti Si De" (Tangshan traffic section retired 
coupler Si De), 1934-35. Collection of a life age pension or compensation pension by 
dependents required the presentation in person of a pension book to the issuing office each 
month. For an example of the regulations, see SHA 215/2096/15, General Affairs Department, 
directive no. 1492, 1932. 
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each administration in the China National Railways system.^^ The returns (Table 
6.5) reported a system-wide illiteracy {bu renzi) rate of 31.7%. In other words, seven 
in 10 railway workers were able to make some sense of written Chinese. It reported 
that 22.9% had slight literacy {liie renzi), 26.3% had obtained an old-style village 
school {sishu) education, and the remainder had obtained modem education 
(vocational, primary or secondary schooling).^^ The survey reveals that fewer than 
one in five railway workers by the mid-1930s had attended or graduated from the 
"modem" schools established since the late Qing education reforms which saw the 
abolition of the imperial examination system and the promotion of westem curricula. 
The minor impact of modem education on the most technologically advanced of 
China's then industrial sectors is something of a surprise. Still, nearly half of the 
workers were reported to have had formal education. About 45% of the total manual 
grades workforce had attended old-style village schools or other types of schools.^^ 
Although participation in formal education would indicate acquired literacy, it is 
unclear what possession of "slight literacy" or "some ability to recognise written 
Chinese" {liie renzi) entailed. The category is problematic. It is not defined in the 
tables, and the reported level varied widely between lines. The Ministry of Railways' 
instructions to railway administrations in 1932 stated that such a person had acquired 
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some knowledge of written Chinese but without having attended formal schooling. 
This group included people who were able to recognise a hand full of characters to 
those who could read several hundred, but presumably less than 1,000 characters.^^ 
The levels of literacy in China at this time varied widely between regions and 
between occupations. The railways were no exception. Regional variations in the 
distribution of educational attainment are shown in Table 6.5. The survey indicates 
very high levels of literacy and formal schooling for the Qingdao-Jinan Railway, the 
reason for which will be discussed below. On most lines between 30% and 40% of 
manual workers were illiterate while old-style schools accounted for between 20% 
^^  Ministry of Railways, Guoyou tielu laogong tongji, di-er-zhong (State railways labor statistics, 
second series), (Nanjing, 1935). The financial year was from 1 July 1934 to 30 June 1935. 
^ Chinese surveys in the 1920-30s classed people as illiterate {bu ren zi: unable to recognised 
characters), slight literacy {lue ren zi-, some recognition), and thereafter according to the 
institutional type of schooling, such as village school {sishu), junior elementary {chuxiao xiuye), 
and so on, and whether the person had merely attended or graduated from the respective level. 
On the organisation and curriculum of old-style village schools, see Marianne Bastid, Educational 
Reform in Early Twentieth-Century China, (Ann Arbor, 1988), pp. 30-31; Evelyn Rawski, 
Education and Popular Literacy in Ch'ing China (Ann Arbor, 1978), pp. 162-67. 
®®The Ministry of Railways issued to the separate railway administrations model forms for conducting 
this survey of educational levels {jiaoyu chengdu) in which the categories of bu renzi and liie 
renzi were explained as applying those without formal education {wei shou jiaoyu). See SHA 
457/294. Ministry of Railways, General Directive No. 4826, 20 April 1932. 
A knowledge of 1,000 characters or more would rank a person semi-literate. A 1930 survey of the 
Nanjing-Shanghai Railway followed the lue ren zi category with another which enumerated 
those with more than a 1,000 characters but less than two years of sishu education. There is no 
detail about how this was measured. Shanghai tielu gongren yundong shi (A history of the 
Shanghai railway workers movement), (Beijing, 1991), p. 26. 
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and 25% of formal education. The southern lines were poorest. The incidence of 
illiteracy and slight literacy was highest on the Nanchang-Jiujiang (84%) and the 
south section Guangzhou-Hankou (71%). The figures point to the lower than average 
level of formal education among the manual grades on these lines. Only 16% of 
manual workers on the Nanchang-Jiujiang Railway had any formal schooling. 
Table 6.5 Education levels of the manual grades on the China National Railways, 1934 
NSHR TPR BHR BLR BSR LHR QJR ZTR DQR NJR GJR GHR-N GHR-S Total 
Illiterate 37.0 34.0 34.5 28.2 29.5 40.6 18.2 32.2 32.8 35.2 20.6 33.8 11.3 31.7% 
Slight literacy 21.8 16,7 19.4 28.5 25.0 30.5 2.7 9.8 18.5 48.5 39.6 37.1 59.0 22.9% 
Old-style 
schools 24.2 31.9 25.4 31.2 27.9 18.7 26.9 17.5 31.1 6.1 24.5 22.6 20.0 26.3% 
Vocational 
school 4.7 5.3 11.3 2.0 3.9 0.0 27.8 29.3 11.1 0.5 0.0 0.2 2.0 7.3% 
Elementary 
schools 11.5 10.9 8.6 8.4 13.1 9.4 21.9 11.0 6.2 8.7 13.7 5.9 7.0 10.8% 
Middle schools 0.8 1.2 0.8 1.6 0.6 0.8 2.4 0.1 0.4 1.0 1.7 0.3 0.7 1.0% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 
Total 9,229 14,428 15,471 10,855 9,238 6,971 6,536 2,244 1,355 1,149 1,147 4,068 2,232 84,923 
Source: Ministry of Railways, Guoyou tielu gongren, p. 6. 
Note on translation of categories: Illiterate is "unable to recognise any characters" (bu renziy, slight literacy is 
"some recognition of characters" (lue renziy, old-style schools are private village schools {sishu). 
Fig 6.1 Distribution among departments by level of education, 1934 
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The village school was the educational foundation for most railway tradesmen 
and business staff in the prewar years. Old-style schools educated half of the 
accounts department employees and 35% of those in the locomotive department. It is 
surprising perhaps that in the main technical department of the railways, the 
locomotive department, fewer than 25% of the workers by the mid-1930s had 
attended modem-style schools. The pattern of literacy shown in the occupational 
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distribution of educational levels across the China National Railways (Fig 6.1) is 
much as would be expected from the known levels of skill and pay rates for various 
railway occupations. Those occupations which required literacy skills, such as in the 
accounts and locomotive departments, had the highest literacy. The lowest literacy 
level was found among the engineering department (permanent way) workforce 
which comprised low paid, unskilled and mostly rural-recruited workers. 
Table 6.6 Educational levels of manual grades on selected railways, 1934 
A. Beiping-Liaoning Railway 
General Affairs Traffic Dept Locomotive Engineering Accounts Total 
Illiterate 206 39.4% 685 34.4% 1,164 18.1% 1,005 52.8% 3,060 28.2% 
Slight literacy 69 13.2% 367i»18.4% 1,907 29.7% 752 39.5% 3,095 28.5% 
Old-style 
schools 129 24.7% 588 29.5% 2,666 41.5% 1 0.1% 7 78% 3,391 31.2% 
Vocationai^v -
school: 189 1 0.1% k j m 
Junior 
elementary 62 16.4% 165 12.8% 223 5.4% 108 8.3% 558 7.8% 
Senior 
. . . 
elementary 21: 106K§9.3% -199 5.1%; : 27 2.3%, 3 M 11% 354: 5.4%. 
Junior middle 11 2.5% 70 5.1% 71 1.5% 0.6% 1 11% 161 2.0% 
Senior middle. 3 ' 0 : 8 % 0:0%^ 11 dims 1 0.1%u 
Total 523 100% 1,990 100% 6,430 100% 1,903 100% 9 100% 10,855 1 0 6 % 
S. Beiping-Hankou Railway 
General Affairs Traffic Dept 
313 28.6% 1,023 24.3% 
271fe 24.8% 1;184 28.1% 
311 
Illiterate 
Slight literacy 
Old-style 
schools 
Vocatibnal « 
school: 
Junior 
elementary 
Senior 
elementary 
Junior middle 9 
Setiipr.middre.'^.^^?^^^ 
28.4% 1,132 26.9% 
Locomotive Engineering Accounts Total 
1,110 20.4% 2,876 62.4% 8 8% 5,330 34.5% 
911 16.7% 642 13.9% 3,008 19.4% 
1.703 31.2% 709 15.4% 82 78% 3,937 25.4% 
•ir' 
145 14.8% 
, 4 5 6 9% 
400^15.4% 1,095'JN^1.2% -258 7.7% 
351 10.1% 4% 811 
113 
6 
Total 1,094 
0.9% 
100% 4,209 
235 6.4% 77 2.3% ; 
3.6% 301 ^ 1-3% 12 13%f 515 
0.2% 58 1.9% 4 0.1% 77 
38 0.7% 2 0.1% 40 
100% 5,451 100% 4,612 100% 105 100% 15,471 
17i5%y 
6.8% 
''W 
4.9%, 
0.8% 
0.5%' 
100% 
Total 
4,909 
2,408 
C. Tianjin-Pukou Railway 
General Affairs Traffic Dept Locomotive Engineering Accounts 
Illiterate 98 16.3% 860 23.6% 1,058 18.3% 2,893 66.3% 
Sllght literacy^;£3g9jp51.4%\? 732-J ZS"}^- 864 19.8% 
Old-style 
schools 
Vocational*---! 
school 
Junior 
elementary 
Senior 
elementary 
Junior middle 
Senior middle 
Total 
Source: Guoyou tielu gongren, 2, pp. 44, 37, 30. The 1934 fiscal year (end 30 June 1935). 
34.0% 
16.7% 
85 14.1% 1,656 45.4% 2,487 42.9% 370 8.5% 7 39% 4,605 31.9% ••jn -- • 
22.,f.g,,4.8%.s:. 34- 1.5% 607 15.8% 108 3.1% 771 7.9% 
40 11.5% 367 14.3% 388 9.8% 57 1.7% 852 8.5% 
41 11.3% :M92.i|fe 8.7% 416 si 2.0% 56 2.1% 10 83% 715 8.2% 
4 1.0% 33 1.0% 97 2.0% 15 0.5% 1 6% 150 1.3% 
2 0.5% 3 ®0.2% 10 0.2% 3 0.1% 18 0.2% 
601 100% 3,648 100% 5,795 100% 4,366 100% 18 100% 14,428 100% 
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As with the railwaymen's place of origin and wage levels, the education of 
workers show clear regional differences. The interline variation among the different 
operating departments for the three major north China lines, which between them 
accounted for half of the manual grade workforce of the China National Railways, is 
shown in Table 6.6. The importance of vocational education is evident on the 
Beiping-Hankou Railway which had early established a French language school and 
training centres for the traffic and workshop departments.^ *^ One in six of the total 
workforce had participated in vocational instruction, as had nearly one-third of 
locomotive department manual employees. By contrast, on the Beiping-Liaoning 
Railway only 2.5% of workers had experienced vocational education — about one-
third of the national average — while on the Tianjin-Pukou Railway only 7.9% of the 
manual grades had such education. 
The highly developed vocational training for employees of the Beiping-Hankou 
Railway explains the lower prevalence of old-style village school education as the 
upper-level of education across all operating departments. By contrast, on the 
Beiping-Liaoning and Tianjin-Pukou lines nearly a third of the workforce had 
attended old-style schools. Differences between the three lines were especially 
evident for the locomotive departments. For more than 40% of workers in the 
locomotive departments of the Beiping-Liaoning and Tianjin-Pukou lines the highest 
educational attainment was old-style schools, whereas for the Beiping-Hankou 
locomotive department workers the village schools and new vocational education 
held equal share, 31.2%. 
Comparison of literacy and education. Before discussing the evolution of the 
railway education system and the reasons for the greater literacy of railwaymen, we 
need to review briefly the debate over literacy in modem China. Measurement of 
literacy and education levels for early 20th centiuy China are highly problematic. 
The common view at the time was that the majority of Chinese — especially the 
"lower" classes — were illiterate. This view reflected the prejudice of the educated 
elite who had mastered the intricacies of written Chinese, especially classical 
Chinese.^' Even among clerks in the railways this view was no doubt widely held: 
most official railway correspondence, directives and announcements into the 1930s 
were written in a quasi-classical style without punctuation.^^ A Chinese writer in 
™ Luzhengbian, Pt 2.2.8.4, especially pp. 1502-15, 1540-44. The line was a Franco-Belgian contract 
and French was the language of the upper level management into the 1930s. 
Literacy defined as a command of classical Chinese would represent about 1-2%, says Charles W. 
Hayford, To the People: James Yen and Village China (New York, 1990), p. 5. 
^^  Often the hand-written correspondence, documents and reports that I have read in the railway 
archives in China were written using a Chinese brush, in a fine and exquisite hand. 
188 
The quality of life 
1937 noted that "Railway workers' families are typical of China in general: illiteracy 
{wenmang) is widespread and the level of education is extremely low."^^ 
Recent studies have argued that a level of functional literacy in China was more 
widespread than once thought. Evelyn Rawski says that a "basic literacy" defined as 
"possessing some ability to read and write" was attained by as many as 30-45% of 
males and 2-10% of females in the late Qing.^ "^  Another writer estimated that 
between 7% and 30% of Chinese had "basic literacy", but fewer than 10% were 
sufficiently literate to sit for the shengyuan, the lowest of the official degrees/^ The 
difficulty, as John DeFrancis observed, is that Rawski's definition of "basic literacy" 
is so loose, broad and the data thin as to rob her conclusion of weight/^ The problem, 
in short, is that we do not have a direct and standard measure of the level of literacy 
in China for the Republican period or earlier/^ None of the sources I have used here 
for Chinese railway workers say how illiteracy or semi-literacy was gauged. 
While the data on literacy is highly problematic, a case can still be made that 
China by premodem standards had a high level of written literacy. The level was 
closely connected with the degree of commercialisation and was higher in the more 
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developed regions. But the importance of literacy for social and commercial 
relations in China meant that it was not simply an urban skill — the written word in 
rural areas was facilitated by a group of specialists who ministered to the needs of 
villagers for letter writing, written magic charms, and entertainment.^' John L. Buck 
found that 45% of rural males older than seven had some schooling — typically 
about four years and commonly in old-style village schools — though only 30% had 
^^  Liu Dongliu, "Tianjin tielu gongren jiashu de hunyin jibing yu jiaoyu chengdu de diaocha" (A 
survey of the marriages, illness and education of the families of Tianjin railway workers), Xin 
Zhonghua (New China), Vol. 5 No 13 (July 1937), p. 120. His view typical of an educated 
Chinese who today will usually describe a person with little or inferior education as having "a 
low cultural level". 
Rawski, Education and Popular Literacy, pp. 23, 140. Basic literacy is used interchangeably with 
"rudimentary" or "functional" literacy. Those in this group "included the fiilly literate members 
of the elite" and "those knowing only a few hundred characters." (p. 140) 
Federick W. Mote, "China's Past in the Study of China Today — Some Comments on the Recent 
Work of Richard Solomon," Journal of Asian Studies, Vol. 32 No. 1 (1972), pp. 110-12. 
John DeFrancis, The Chinese Language: Fact and Fantasy (Honolulu, 1984), p. 205. 
" For a discussion of various measures for literacy, see R. S. Schofield, "Dimensions of Illiteracy, 
1750-1850", in Explorations in Economic History, Vol. 10 No. 4 (1972-73), pp. 437-54, 
especially pp. 438-41. The ability to sign a marriage register is an example of a direct and 
standard measure which has two particular advantages. It is independent of the perception of the 
person being tested and is not a function of institutional association, such as school attendance. 
Evelyn Rawski, "Economic and social foundations of late Imperial culture", in David Johnson, 
Andrew Nathan and Evelyn Rawski, (eds), Popular Culture in Late Imperial China (Berkeley, 
1985), pp. 3, 5, 32. 
James Hayes, "Specialists and written materials in the village world", in Popular Culture, pp. 75-
111. 
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sufficient command of the language to write a letter. This type of primary 
education instilled some knowledge of Chinese characters and fundamental 
Confucian values. The result of the instruction was probably modest and "was what 
might be called not so much functional as subsistence or survival literacy."^' 
Educational opportunities in China expanded after 1912.^^ State-ftmded {guoli) 
schools were few and confined to higher education. Public (gorrgli) institutions 
established by provinces, prefectures, counties and towns along with private (sili) 
schools provided all the elementary, middle and vocational level education. But the 
size of the enrolment was tiny compared with the prospective pupil population of 
several tens of millions. Between 1910 and 1923 enrolment in modem schools rose 
from 1.14 million pupils to 6.62 million, of whom 5.81 million (87.8%) were in state 
elementary schools (guomin xiaoxue)}^ By 1934 the primary student population had 
reached 13.19 million pupils.^ "^ 
Evolution of railway education. In this environment the state-owned railways were 
an important provider of basic, vocational and technical education, and by the 1930s 
they had become a significant provider of elementary education for the children of 
85 employees. Special railway schools were commonly set up during the construction 
fi A 
phase of most of the major trunk lines to train technical and supervisory personnel. 
Not only was the technology new, but a more important reason was that the majority 
of those eligible for staff or technical positions would have attended old-style village 
schools. At these types of schools they would not commonly have studied practical 
subjects such as arithmetic and science nor specialised commercial knowledge such 
John L. Buck, Land Utilization in China (New York, 1956 [1937]), pp. 373-74. Buck's sample, 
though, is probably skewed towards the better off rural groups. 
Suzanne Pepper, "Education for the New Order", in The Cambridge History of China, Vol. 14, The 
People's Republic, Part 1: The Emergence of Revolutionary China 1949-1965 (Cambridge, 
1987), pp. 189. 
ibid., pp. 185-92, for a brief survey of the Republican period. 
"Zhonghua jiaoyu gaijinshe gongbu Zhongguo jiaoyu tongji" (The Society for the Improvement of 
Chinese Education proclamation of statistics on education), December 1923, in Zhonghua 
minguoshi dang'an ziliao huibian, di-san-ji (Collected archival materials on the history of 
Republican China, 3rd series), (Nanjing, 1991), pp. 926-30. 
'"Lee, pp. 87, Table 2. 
' ' Schools for children were not widely developed until the Nanjing Decade. The state railways for the 
year to June 1935 spent $3.1 million on education of which $1.6 million was for the education 
of employees and their children. Most of the remainder went on Jiaotong University and 
affiliated colleges. Brig.-Gen. F. D. Hammond's Report on the National Railways of the 
Republic of China (Nanjing, 1935), p. 88. 
For a useful survey of the training of technical and upper-level railway personnel, see Chang Jui-
te's [Zhang Ruide] Zhongguo jindai tielu shiye guanli de yanjiu: Zhengzhi cengmian de fenxi, 
1876-1939 (English title: Railroads in Modern China: Political Aspects of Railroad 
Administration. /57(5-/9i7), (Taibei, 1991), pp. 127-48. 
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as accounting, calculation and the use of the abacus.^^ From the 1920s the most 
important institution for the training of higher-level personnel was the Ministry of 
88 
Cormnunications' Jiaotong University. Graduates of the university were not only 
recruited into the railways or communications ministries, many filled technical and 
managerial positions in private sector engineering and cormnercial enterprises. 
The earliest specialist railway school was begun in 1895 at Shanhaiguan on the 
forerunner of the Beijing-Fengtian line, though five years earlier railway engineering 
8Q 
was part of the curriculum at the Beiyang Military School in Tianjin. Twenty 
railway schools were set up between 1895 and 1914. Most schools were short-lived, 
rarely produced more than a few hundred graduates, and were designed to cultivate 
the trained personnel required for the new lines.^ *^ For example, when construction of 
the Tianjin-Pukou Railway began in 1908 a road administration school and a traffic 
and telegraph school were set up. The former was later merged with the Ministry of 
Post and Communications' railway training institute. In 1911 the Tianjin-Pukou and 
Beijing-Fengtian lines jointly set up a police training school at Tianjin.^' 
Once operations had begun, the focus turned to the improvement of employees' 
education. Some of the programs were prompted by specific shortages or demands 
arising from increased traffic. The Beijing-Fengtian Railway in 1918 set up a traffic 
trainee school to improve the standard of English among staff in response to an 
increase in American and European travellers.^^ Only 100 traffic department staff 
were to be trained after which the school would be disbanded. They were selected 
from among its own employees, or from the Beijing-Hankou and Tianjin-Pukou 
lines, fi-om among those who already had a rough standard of English, and were aged 
18 to 22 sui with a higher elementary school education or equivalent. The same year 
the Beijing-Fengtian established its own police training school because the schooling 
of railway police was considered "superficial" and inadequate for their duties.^^ 
Employee educational programs on the Beijing-Hankou Railway were well 
developed, and were modelled on technical training practices of the French who had 
financed the building of the line. Schools included a traffic department school, an 
artisan training school, a police training school, a guards school, a French 
supplementary school, an employees school and employees lecture group, and a 
" Pepper, "Education for the New Order", p. 189. 
Chang Jui-te, Zhongguo jindai tielu shiye guanli deyanjiu, pp. 130-32. Jiaotong was formed from 
the amalgamation of the Nanyang College (Nanyang Gongxue) at Shanghai, the Railway and 
Mines School (Lukuang xuetang) at Tangshan, and the Railway Management Training Institute 
{Tielu guanli chuanxisuo). 
^'ibid., pp. 141-42. 
'"ibid., p. 143, Table 4-9. 
'' SHA 20(2)/723. "Jin-Pu tielu dashiji, 1896-1936" (Chronology of the Tianjin-Pukou Railway, 
1896-1936). 
Luzhengbian, Pt 2.1.8.4, pp. 543-44 
ibid., p. 545. 
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forestry service employees night school.^'* Between 1905 and 1925, the traffic school 
graduated 899 staff, an average of 43 a year (the highest number in any year was 88 
graduates in 1912). In 1934 the school graduated 43 traffic clerks and in 1935 
another 31 clerks.^^ At this time the employee education committee ran 10 employee 
schools {zhigong xuexiao) with a total enrolment of 2257 workers which cost $1093 
a month to operate. The largest schools were at the workshop centres of 
Changxindian and Jiang'an, each with an enrolment of more than 500 workers.^^ 
For most of the period up to 1937 the state railways had education committees in 
one form or another which oversaw efforts to foster training of employees and also 
undertook surveys of the wages and conditions. In 1918, for example, the Ministry of 
Communications directed the Tianjin-Pukou line's Railway Colleagues Education 
Society (Tielu tongren jiaoyuhui), a semi-official body, to establish seven primary 
schools {fulun xuexiao) at Pukou, Puzhen, Bengbu, Xuzhou, Jinan, Tianjin (two), and 
a middle school {fulun zhongxue) at Tianjin, apparently the first major effort to 
educate the children of railway employees. The society in 1921 set up an employees 
school and technical workers training school {jishu gongyi jiangxisuo), which along 
with the fulun xuexiao were put under the direct control of the ministry's newly 
97 formed employees education committee. 
This committee in October 1920 had put forward a program for workers schools 
on the Tianjin-Pukou, Beijing-Fengtian, Beijing-Hankou and Beijing-Suiyuan line 
which would "promote workers' knowledge and skill, and foster their moral 
development."^^ Included in the program was the development of teacher training, 
schools for workers without any formal education as well as supplementary schools, 
a lecture group to visit work places, and the provision of libraries and reading rooms 
for workers, though the chaos of civil war hindered realisation of the plans.^^ Around 
1925 the Ministry of Communications had five committees or commissions involved 
in the education, training or skill support of railway employees. 
^^  ibid., Pt 2.2.8.4, pp. 1502-49. The transliteration for these schools, in order of mention, is: 
chewuchu jianxisuo, yiyuan yangchengsuo, xunjing jiaoliansuo, kanche lianxisuo, Fawen 
buxisuo, zhigong xuexiao and zhigong jiaoyu jiangyantuan, and zaolinchu zhigong yexiao. 
' ' ibid., pp. 1505-07; Tiedao nianjian, 3, p. 1013. 
Tiedao nianjian, 3, pp. 1010-1011. 
"'SHA 20(2)/723. "Jin-Pu tielu dashiji, 1896-1936". 
Xu Xiehua, Tielu laogong wenti, p. 132. The committee was initially known as a department (C/JM). 
ibid., pp. 134-35. Summary statistics for these schools from the committee's 1925 report are 
reproduced in Liu Mingkui, Zhongguo gongren jieji lishi zhuangkuang, 1840-1949 (The 
historical condition of the Chinese working class, 1840-1949), Vol. 1, (Beijing, 1985), pp. 556-
57. 
'""These were: railway primary school capital fund supervisory committee (fulun xuexiao jijin jianhu 
weiyuanwei)-, committee for the supervision and management of the affairs of the Sino-French 
state-run industrial college (jianli Zhong-Fa guoli gongye zhuanmen xuexiao shiwu 
weiyuanwei)-, railway employees education committee {tielu zhigong jiaoyu weiyuanwei)-, 
railway colleagues education committee (tielu tongren jiaoyu weiyuanwei)-, committee for the 
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Many regulations, reports and curricula for railway schools were produced in the 
years up to 1937. The 1917 regulations for the railway management school provided 
for two grades of training. Students aged between 17 and 30 "with good health and 
without bad habits" who had at least two years of middle school could take a two-
year traineeship (shixi) while middle school graduates aged 18-25 years were eligible 
for entry to a three-year higher-level class (gaodeng ke). Instruction for the higher 
level students included railway English and Japanese; commercial and legal 
knowledge, and railway by-laws and regulations; railway accounting, book keeping, 
statistics, policy and administration; the principles of surveying, railway engineering, 
rolling stock, and inspection. The two-year course stressed development of skills in 
Chinese, English, arithmetic, the knowledge of history and geography, and the 
reading of plans and instructions. The curriculum indicates that the aim was to train a 
technically competent middle-level supervisory and managerial staff. 
Schools for manual grade workers were only slightly less sophisticated. These 
sought to improve literacy, numeracy and technical skill. The Beijing-Hankou line's 
artisan training school (yiyuan yangchengsuo) at the Changxindian Works, which 
began in 1911, was said to have been modelled on the French polytechnic system. 
Over three years the apprentice participated in a half-day of formal instruction, a 
half-day practice in the works, and evening classes in Chinese and French. The 
curriculum in first year comprised mathematics, mechanics, algebra, simple physics, 
technical drafting, Chinese and French; in second year, mechanics, algebra, common 
physics, basic chemistry, drafting, Chinese and French; and third year, practical 
machining, principles of locomotive and carriage manufacture, basic metallurgy, 
drafting, Chinese and French.*®^ In 1935 the school had 103 students in the three year 
program. Another 30 students selected from among engine cleaners, a common entry 
level grade for locomotive drivers and technical workers, were in a preparatory or 
bridging {buxi) class. 
The Ministry of Communications in 1925 issued general regulations for railway 
employee schools which stated that the aim of the schools was to advance the general 
knowledge {zhishi) and skills {jineng) of employees."^"* Workers were to be streamed 
according to age and ability. Those 30 years and younger were classed grade one and 
placed in one of three streams, those 30-45 years were classed as grade two and 
placed in one of two streams, while those older than 45 years were only allowed to sit 
preparation of a railway dictionary {xiuding tielu cidian weiyuanwei). Kojima Keniichi, Shina 
tetsudo gairon (An outline of Chinese railways), (Dalian, 1927), organisational chart. 
GSG mfm 53. "Jiaotongbu tielu guanli xuexiao zhangcheng" (Ministry of Communications' 
railway management school constitution), January 1917. Documents in the file from pp. 0001-
0140 include general rules, regulations, drafts programs, staff and salary arrangements, and 
organisational charts for bodies involved with employee education. 
Luzhengbian,pp. 1507-15; curriculum, p. 1509. 
Tiedao nianjian, 3, p. 1013. 
GSG mfm 53. "Jiaotongbu tielu zhigong xuexiao tongze" (Ministry of Communications' railway 
employees school rules general regulations), 28 May 1925, Ministry directive No. 415. 
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in on classes (their studies would not be recognised for the purpose of promotion nor 
would a certificate of study be issued). Enrolment in these schools around 1935 
numbered 2257 on the Beiping-Hankou, 1099 on the Beiping-Liaoning, 1519 on 
Tianjin-Pukou, 978 on the Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou, and 1721 on the Beiping-
Suiyuan line.'°^ 
The curriculum included study of both railway-specific knowledge and general 
knowledge. Grade-one first-stream students studied a mass education or "common 
peoples" reader (pingmin duben), practiced writing {xizi) and speaking (xunhua), and 
learned arithmetic {suanshu). Grade-one third-stream were the most advanced. They 
studied Chinese reading and composition; advanced arithmetic; instruction about 
rules, duties and responsibilities {zhigong xuzhi); technical knowledge (jishu xuzhi)-, 
and electives in a foreign language and drafting. Grade-two first-stream followed the 
same course as the grade-one first-stream students, but with the addition of job and 
technical-knowledge subjects, and the second stream used the more advanced reader 
and the student could take an elective in a foreign language too. A minimum of six 
hours a week was required for the grade-one classes and four hours a week for grade-
two classes. The costs of tuition were met by each railway administration."^^ 
The Chinese state saw more in these schools than simply developing a better 
class of railwayman. "The aim of railway employee education is the fostering of the 
citizenship {gongmiri) qualities of employees and improvement of their work skills," 
the 1925 regulation stated.'^^ The preface of the 1932 report of the Ministry of 
Railways education committee observed that "as a consequence of the development 
of modem industry the laboring classes are an important part of the social structure ... 
for whom measures to perfect the vocational and extra-curriculum education of 
workers are needed which will improve the workers' laboring capacity so that they 
can become more productive producers.""'^ Such aims informed the educational 
regulations and actions of the railways throughout the Republican period. They were 
indeed not new-found aims. Their roots can be traced back to the educational reforms 
of the late Qing which sought to create a modem citizenry loyal to the emperor, and 
those under Yuan Shikai in the 1910s.'°^ The vocabulary of the citizen-moulding 
programs remained similar, but by the 1930s the relationship between the state and 
workers had changed. 
''"Tiedaonianjian,2,^V- 1010-11, 1014-15, 1016, 1017, 1019-20. 
mfm 53. 
GSG mfm 53/0086. "Tielu zhigong jiaoyuhui dagang" (Program of the railway education 
association), Clause 2, bound with the "Tielu zhigong jiaoyu guize" (Rules and regulations for 
railway education), 29 May 1925. 
"" Tiedaobu zhigong Jiaoyu weiyuanhui ershiyi nian gongzuo zongbaogao (Ministry of Railways 
education committee 1932 annual work general report), (n.p., n.d.). 
"" Bastid, Educational Reform, for the Qing reforms. Yuan was fond of delivering homilies on the 
need for a four-year system of citizen schools (guomin xuexiao). Ernest P. Young, "Politics in 
the aftermath of revolution: The era of Yuan Shih-k'ai, 1912-1916", in The Cambridge History 
of China, Vol. 12, Republican China 1912-1949, Part /(Cambridge, 1983), p. 245. 
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The Nanjing Government after 1928 made citizenship training for workers more 
explicit and applicable in law to the entire Chinese industrial working class. Article 1 
of the "Labor union law" of 1929 allowed workers to form unions "with a view to 
increasing their knowledge, skill, productive efficiency, maintaining or improving 
their working conditions and standard of living The union could facilitate this 
process, states Article 15, through providing vocational education and setting up 
reading rooms. Such aims were strengthened in the February 1932 "Regulations 
governing the enforcement of workers' education" which were promulgated "with a 
view to increasing workers' knowledge, skill, productive efficiency and to bettering 
their living conditions."'" Every factory, workshop, company or store employing 
more than 50 persons, according to Article 4, were to set up a workers' school 
{laogong xuexiao) for its employees. Article 5 prescribed a three-part curriculum of 
literacy training (renzi xunlian), citizenship training {gongmin xunlian), and 
supplementary vocational training {zhiye buxi). In addition, Article 6 stated that the 
school or class "shall also concern itself with the extra-curricula activities of workers, 
shall make investigations and institute lectures, social gatherings and exhibitions." A 
separate regulation was promulgated in 1934 to encourage employers to set up such 
schools."^ The issue of these later regulations probably indicates that few if any 
schools were set up following the promulgation of the original regulation of 1932. As 
with so much of the industrial legislation of the period, little happened after the 
promulgation by the respective ministries."^ 
"" Koo Pingyuen, China's Labor Laws, 1929-1935: Chinese text with English translation (Chinese 
title: Zhongguo laogong fagui — Ying-Han duizhao), 2nd ed (Shanghai, 1935), pp. 53-69, 
"Gonghuifa" (Labor union law), 1929 (revised 1931, 1932, 1933), quote p. 53. Strikes were 
allowed, but the arbitration and conciliation clauses made a legal strike ahnost impossible. The 
intent of the Nanjing law was to restrict severely the ability of workers to organise while 
recognising their civil rights to do so. All terms and names are Koo's translation. 
ibid., pp. 138-44, "Laogong jiaoyu shishi banfa dagang" (Regulations governing the enforcement 
of workers' education), Article 1. 
ibid., pp. 145-47. "Laogong jiaoyu jiangli guize" (Regulations for Encouragement of Workers' 
Education), Ministry of Industries and Ministry of Education, 31 May 1934. Made in accordance 
with Article 20 of the workers education regulation, it provided for the award of "Certificates of 
Merit" in five classes plus a "Tablet of Approbation" for factories, fums, companies, shops and 
public or private organisation which had provided education for workers. The class of the award 
was based on the amount spent and number of workers trained, from fifth class (for spending 
$1000 a year and successfully training 200 workers) to first class ($3000 and 600 workers) and 
first class with tablet (more than 1000 workers and in excess of $5000 a year). 
The failure of the Nanjing Government to implement its industrial laws or their deferment of 
various clauses for future implementation is not reason alone to dismiss the value of the 
legislative exercise. These attempts represent a new way of thinking about the Chinese working 
class that marks off the regime from the attitudes of the Qing or the various warlord 
administrations of the 1920s. The Nanjing regime's term for citizen was gongmin (public 
person), the same as that used in China today, whereas the earlier term was guomin (state 
person), which today is used to mean national as in the national economy {guomin jingji). The 
former term, I argue, carries a sense of the citizen being an participant in civil society, and 
implies a reciprocity of rights and duties between the individual and the state. In contrast, 
guomin postulates the citizen as an automaton who contributes to the making of a modem 
society, is loyal but non-participatory in civil society, and to whom the state has no specific 
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Evidence from the 1930s' compensation and personnel files for the Beiping-
Liaoning Railway indicate that a few workers had attended vocational or technical 
training schools run by the railway."'* The fireman He Changlin was a graduate of 
the second level of the transport training school (yunshu zhuanxiso) while the laborer 
Shi Wenzhu was noted to have attended the Tangshan Works' after-hours night 
school (gongyu yexiao). Among the Guangdong skilled manual employees a number 
had attended old-style schools. Tan Lianlin, a tradesman who became a chief airbrake 
mechanic at Tangshan, had four years of sishu education followed by a three-year 
apprenticeship at the Kaiping Coal Mine before joining the railways. Tang Hao had 
five years oi sishu and 12 years experience at the Hanyang Arsenal before he joined 
the forge shop at Tangshan. The boilermaker and later foreman Ma Geqing had just 
one year of sishu, while the stores clerk and later inspector, Wan Baohe, had an 
indefinite number of years at sishu. 
None of the tradesmen in the files examined were reported to have attended 
modem primary schools. Those who had were surprisingly in unskilled positions, 
such as the permanent hands Li Sheng, who had gone to a modem Chinese private 
elementary school, and Yu Renyao who was a graduate of a senior elementary 
school. Xing Guomi, a train attendant, attended an old-style school which might have 
taught modem subjects (minshu was used instead of sishu). The degree of formal 
education was apparently irrelevant to the career of Liu Guangxun whose five years 
of sishu did not help to promote him from flagman or signalman throughout his 
seven years on the line. The only woman and the highest educated employee 
encountered in the examined Beiping-Liaoning Railway persormel files for the years 
1937-38 was the chemist Ye Yun who had graduated from a pharmaceutical school 
iyaoji xuexiao) attached to a private hospital in Guangzhou."^ 
Schools for the children of railway workers were sponsored by the Ministry of 
Communications on four major north China lines in 1918, but the civil strife of the 
1920s slowed their growth. In the mid-1920s enrolment in these railway schools 
(fulun gongxue) totalled 7,103 pupils of whom 6,307 were railway employees, two-
thirds drawn from the families of manual grade employees."^ By the 1930s 
education for railway children had expanded greatly. There were 59 primary schools 
set up on eight lines and two middle schools, at Tianjin and Zhengzhou, which were 
Ministry of Railways-established (collectively known as Tiedao buli fulun 
reciprocal obligation other than to maintain peace and order, an environment in which the citizen 
then lives out his or her contribution. 
'"Unless otherwise stated, from SHA 215/1726, 1727, 1728, 1729, 1730. 
" ' S H A 215/1527/095-096. 
"^Xu Xiehua, Tielu laogong wenti, p. 135. The four lines were the Tianjin-Pukou, Beijing-Fengtian, 
Beijing-Hankou and Beijing-Suiyuan. The term fulun gongxue (railway preparatory public 
school) was formerly used for special primary schools for employees rather than the children of 
employees. 
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xuexiao)}^^ Several lines in the 1930s ran independent primary schools for children, 
known as yuangong zidi xuexiao, which were supervised by the education committee 
of each administration. The Guomindang railways special party branch {tebie 
dangbu) and party-controlled labor unions also ran schools for children and others on 
some lines as part of the mass organisations movement."^ Enrolment in ministry-run 
schools is summarised in Table 6.8. 
Table 6.7 School enrolments for railway children, 1933 and 1934 
Pupil enrolment Occupation of the family head 
1933, Primary schools boys girls total staff worker total empi non-rlwy 
Total • 13)240 5,259 18,499 4,696 12,188 16,884 1,615' 
Percent 72% 28% 100% 25% 66% 91% 9% 
Secondary schools 
t o ta l ^ 736 863 490 134 6 2 p ^ 239 
Percent 85% 15% 100% 57% 16% 72% 28% 
1934, Primary schools 
5,637" WBOm 5,451"' 13,670 l9i>121« 1769 
Percent 73% 27% 100% 26% 66% 92% 9% 
Secondary schools 
- -m^^m 
Percent 83% 17% 100% 56% 15% 71% 29% 
Source: Tiedao nianjian, 3, pp. 1001-1009. 
Note: 1. The schools were ministry-established (buli) schools and operated on the Tianjin-
Pukou, Beiping-Liaoning, Zhengding-Taiyuan, Beiping-Hankou, Beiping-Suiyuan, Longhai, 
Guangzhou-Hankou (North), and the Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou lines. 
2. There were only two ministry secondary schools, at Tianjin and at Zhengzhou. 
3. The fiscal year ended June 1934 and June 1935 respectively. The enrolments census 
was taken in the second semester of each fiscal year. 
Compared with the mid-1920s the number of ministry-sponsored primary 
schools had doubled and pupil enrolment had nearly trebled by 1934. There were 
18,499 primary-level pupils in the 1933 financial year and 20,790 in 1934. Boys 
outnumbered girls 3:1. In both years about two-thirds of the children came from 
households whose head were manual grade employees. Only 9% of the primary 
school enrolment were non-railway children. Among the secondary-level enrolment 
girls were still fewer, less than 20%. The children of manual grade employees were 
vastly outnumbered at secondary school by those from staff families and non-railway 
families who together accounted for 85% of the total enrolment. 
Tiedao nianjian, 3, pp. 1001-1009. The lines were the Tianjin-Pukou, Beiping-Liaoning, Beiping-
Hankou, Beijing-Suiyuan, Zhengtai, Longhai, Guangzhou-Hankou (North) and Nanjing-
Shanghai-Hangzhou railways. 
'" The independent schools were governed by "Regulations governing the operation of employee 
school" (Guanli yuangong zidi xuexiao guize), 1934. ibid., pp. 1011-13, 1016-18, 1020. For 
party schools, ibid., pp. 1021-23. 
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Enrolments in the ministry-run primary schools were largest in the cities or 
towns where the major railway works were located or where two lines intersected. 
On the south end of the Tianjin-Pukou line there were 990 at the Puzhen school in 
1933 and 503 pupils at the Pukou school, while the Jinan No. 1 primary school had 
648 pupils enrolled and the Xuzhou school had 508 pupils. Both places were big 
railway junction towns — connections could be made with the Qingdao-Jinan and 
the Longhai lines respectively. The pattern was repeated for major workshop or 
junction centres on other lines, such as Tangshan (760 pupils), Changxindian (589 
pupils), Zhengzhou (635 pupils) and Tianjin where there were three railway primary 
schools with a total enrolment of 913 pupils. 
Statistics on the railway administration-run schools are less comprehensive than 
those for the ministry. That does not mean that they were insignificant. Three lines 
had enrolments exceeding 1800 pupils in a network of schools. The Qingdao-Jinan 
railway had no ministry-run schools. Instead, the administration ran a secondary 
school with an enrolment of 497 pupils and seven primary schools with 3025 
119 
pupils. Incomplete figures show that in June 1934 the lines of the China National 
Railways ran 47 independent railway primary schools with a total enrolment of 9058 
pupils. Combined with the ministry-run schools the investment in primary 
education of railway children was considerable. For example, total enrolment of 
children at the Beiping-Hankou schools in 1934 was 7041 pupils of whom 3623 were 
in nine ministry-run primary schools and 3418 in 17 administration-run schools. 
Education on the Qingdao-Jinan Railway The high levels of reported literacy on this 
line in the 1930s reflect two factors. Firstly, an institutional expectation among the 
workers that the railway administration would provide education and, secondly, the 
promotion of modem education in Shandong province. Although the results obtained 
on the Qingdao-Jinan line were exceptional, stemming from the fusion of these two 
factors, the types of educational policies and practices on this line were implemented 
with varying degrees of success on others, which makes it a model case study. 
The Qingdao-Jinan Railway had developed vocational training and community 
education from the early 1910s.'^' Some schools were originally the initiative of 
groups of workers. In the early 20th century Shandong was one of the provinces 
which had "most successfully" implemented educational r e f o r m s . A 1911 report 
noted there were 3,822 government schools, including primary schools, normal 
schools, and 90 industry and handicraft schools, with more than 60,000 enrolled 
'"ibid., pp. 1017-18. 
ibid., pp. 1011-26. 
The discussion is based largely on the Luzhengbian, Pt 2.13.8.3, pp. 5296-5301. 
John E. Schrecker, Imperialism and Chinese Nationalism: Germany in Shantung (Cambridge, MA, 
1971), p. 246. 
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p u p i l s . E d u c a t i o n a l modernisation was promoted by officials, local gentry, 
missionaries and the German navy, particularly in the Qingdao concession.'^'* 
Despite the German authorities' zeal for education of their own nationals and local 
Chinese in Qingdao, their impact on education in the province at large was 
i n d i r e c t . A s for the railway, the Jiaotongshi declared that there was "no evidence" 
that the German-run administration in the years up to 1914 provided any regular 
education for its e m p l o y e e s . A temporary school was set up in 1899 to train station 
masters and other staff, but its aim was to furnish the necessary local personnel so as 
to avoid the expense of expatriate staff for lesser posts. 
When the Japanese took control of German enterprises in Shandong after the 
outbreak of World War One they set up elementary schools along the main and 
branch line at Gaomi, Fangzi, Zhangdian, Zichuan, Boshan, and elsewhere, and 
middle schools at Fangzi and Zhangdian. A traffic staff training school was also 
established. The elementary schools mostly catered for the children of Japanese 
staff and workers, of whom there were several thousand. Chinese pupils were also 
e n r o l l e d . F o l l o w i n g Japan's virtual annexation of Shandong in 1914, 400 
comprehensive elementary schools and 567 new junior primary schools were set up 
in the p r o v i n c e . B e t w e e n 1913 and 1916 primary education enrolments almost 
doubled to 452,642 pupils.'^' On the rendition of the line to China in January 1923 
most of the railway-run Japanese primary schools closed, though as part of the 
management and mining agreement with Japan three joint-run elementary schools 
were retained at Fangzi, Boshan and Zhangdian. 
'^^bid. 
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125 
ibid., pp. 241-46; David D. Buck, Urban Change in China: Politics and Development in Tsinan, 
Shantung, 1890-1949 (Madison, 1978), pp. 55-57, 60-63; Zhang Yufa, Zhongguo xiandaihua de 
quyuyanjiu: Shandong sheng, 1860-1916 (English title: Modernization in China, 1860-1916: A 
Regional Study of Social, Political and Economic Change in Shantung Province), (Taibei, 1982), 
pp. 189-200,401-33. 
See Zhang Yufa, Zhongguo xiandaihua de quyu yanjiu: Shandong sheng, p. 196; Schrecker, 
Imperialism and Chinese Nationalism, pp. 241-42, 245. Schrecker, p. 245, notes that "The main 
contribution of the Germans to the advancement of education in the interior of the province 
came about through the opportunities which the railway opened up for the large American 
Presbyterian mission and other Protestant groups in Shantung. ... In 1917 the Presbyterians were 
running 150 primary schools in districts along the railway and a variety of higher schools." 
^^^ Luzhengbian, p. 5296. 
Schrecker, Imperialism and Chinese Nationalism, p. 106. 
Luzhengbian, p. 5296. 
"The schools of Tsingtao, Dairen and Seoul are training Japanese and Chinese (sic) children side 
by side ...", observed the American, Poultney Bigelow, Japan and Her Colonies, being extracts 
from a diary made whilest visiting Formosa, Manchuria, Shantung, Korea and Saghalin in the 
year 1921 (London, 1923), p. 172. 
Zhang Yufa, Zhongguo xiandaihua de quyu yanjiu: Shandong sheng, p. 403. 
ibid., pp. 404-05. 
^^^ Luzhengbian, p. 5296. 
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The new Chinese railway administration in May 1923 embarked on its own 
educational program. Four elementary schools for the children of employees were 
planned for Sifang, Gaomi, Fangzi and Zhangdian.'" The first, established at Gaomi, 
had one senior elementary class and two junior elementary classes, with a total 
enrolment of 100 pupils. Each school was maintained by the railway and children of 
railway employees attended free. (Some non-railway children probably attended as 
became common in the 1930s, though they were always few.) In 1924 other schools 
were established. At Sifang the elementary school began with 158 pupils, mostly 
drawn from the families of those employed at the Sifang Works. The Qingdao school 
had more than 170 pupils enrolled in junior and senior level classes. 
Employees also set up schools. At Zhangdian section railway staff established a 
private (sili) elementary school for the children of higher-level staff {luyuan)}^^ 
Funds for rent and equipment were raised by the Zhangdian station master, the 
director of the railway hospital, and the section chiefs of the traffic, locomotive and 
engineering departments. Each participating staff member contributed $20 a month 
— nearly twice the average monthly wage for a track worker at the time — and the 
students paid an amenity fee for consumable materials of $1 a month. This method of 
fimding was similar to a long-established practice in which several families would 
pool funds to hire a teacher to set up a sishu for their c h i l d r e n . I n 1924 the school 
was merged with the Sino-Japanese elementary school at Zhangdian and the 
administration took over responsibility for funding the school. Another senior 
railway officer at Dagang also set up a private school.' ^ 
Apart from the railways others were providers of education in Shandong. "Mass 
education {pingmin jiaoyu) public and private elementary schools are being promoted 
133 
everywhere", the Jiaotongshi noted. The mass education movement is commonly 
associated with the YMCA activist James Y. C. Yen who began to develop adult 
literacy programs among the Chinese workers in France in 1918, many of whom 
came from Shandong'^^, with Liang Shuming who set up the Shandong Rural 
Reconstruction Research Institute, and with Tao Xingzhi who pioneered rural teacher 
e d u c a t i o n , I n September 1924 the Qingdao-Jinan administration approved the 
setting up of a mass education evening school {pingmin yexiao). It put on classes 
ibid., p. 5297. 
"'ibid., p. 5298. 
ibid., pp. 5297-98. 
Bastid, Educational Reform, p. 30. 
Luzhengbian, p. 5298. 
'^ Nbid. 
'"On Chinese woricers in France, see Chapter 3. 
'""Their activities in the 1920-30s were mostly focussed on Hebei and Shandong. Among the various 
studies, see Rawski, Education and Popular Literacy, pp. 167-72; Lee Hsiang-po, "The Rural 
Mass Education Movement in China, 1923-1937," Phd diss. (Ohio State University, 1970), Pt 2, 
especially pp. 138-204, 219-69; Hayford, To the People. 
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each night between 7 pm and 8 pm which attracted about 50 students from among the 
manual grades {gongren fuyi) at the Sifang Works.''" A railway-run apprentice 
training school {yitu yangchengsuo) attached to the railway works was also 
established the same year and provided classes in boiler making, fitting and turning, 
iron moulding, electrical mechanics and other trades. These schools continued the 
practice in Shandong of running formal technical training for industrial operatives 
and tradesmen. 143 
Table 6.8 Education levels of the Qlngdao-Jinan Railway workers, 1934 
1935 General 
Affairs 
Traffic Locomotive Engineering Accounts Total 
illiterate 15.5% 15.3% 14.8% 35.0% 18.2% 
slight illiteracy 5.0% 1.5% 2.9% 2.6% 2.7% 
old-style 
schools 
21.8% 31.7% 26.9% 25.6% 26.9% 
vocational 
schools 
16.8% 22.6% 26.8% 31.0% 27.8% 
elementary 
schools 
39.3% 17.6% 25.9% 5.3% 100% 21.9% 
middle schools 1.8% 1.2% 3.7% 0.7% 2.4% 
total employees 614 1,516 3,353 1,054 3 6,536 
Sources: Guoyou tielu gongren, 2, p. 65. 
Note: The 1935 survey was collated in May 1935 and the 1947 survey in July 1947. Workers 
refer to the manual grades only, excluding salaried staff. 
In addition to the promotion of modem education, Shandong had many 
developed old-style village schools. A survey of Licheng county at the Jinan end of 
the Qingdao-Jinan line in 1927 found 194 old-style primary schools coexisting with 
325 modem junior elementary schools. At Wenshang county in southwest Shandong 
a 1929 survey found 156 private traditional schools among the 220 villages of the 
county. These schools helped to create a foundation of l i t e r acy .Grea t e r rural 
commercialisation in the early 20th century increased the need for literacy and 
141 
142 
143 
144 
Luzhengbian, pp. 5298-99. 
ibid., p. 5299. 
The schools were variously known as yitu xuetang (apprentice schools), gongyi chuanxisuo 
(industrial arts training schools), shiye xuexiao (industrial schools). Zhang Yufa, Zhongguo 
xiandaihua de quyu yanjiu: Shandong sheng, pp. 413-15. 
Rawski, Education and Popular Literacy, pp. 162-63. Village schools in the late Qing, Rawski 
argues, provided "widespread rudimentary literacy in rural areas" which underscore the many 
non-agrarian activities that took place in village society that were an added incentive to learn to 
read and write, ibid., pp. 17-18. 
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numerical skills among niral f ami l i e s .Of f i c i a l and private education initiatives on 
the railway, along with the many village schools, the promotion of modem schools, 
and commercialised farming, combined to produce a workforce on the Qingdao-Jinan 
line which had higher levels of formal education, as shown in Table 6.8, than was 
common on other lines. In particular, the modem primary school and vocational 
school was as important for the education of the locomotive branch workman as was 
the village school, while the primary school was the main type of formal schooling 
for the manual grades in the general affairs and accounts departments. 
Impact of railway education on workforce development Evident from this survey of 
education and literacy is that the railways were a major investor in the provision of 
education, a role which is of particular importance for pre-1949 economic growth. 
Development of education can be seen as a process of human capital formation, 
involving private and social investment, analogous to investment in physical 
capital.''*^ Literacy is a key indicator of that process. The degree of literacy is closely 
related to formal education, and economists have suggested that a minimum 40% 
literacy rate is necessary for sustained economic growth. China's railways 
contributed to the development of all levels of education in the prewar period. Data 
from the Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou Railway allows us to examine the impact of 
the education endeavour on the railway workforce which is suggestive of the extent 
of the railways' contribution in this period to the later economic development of 
China. 
Between 1935 and 1947 the illiteracy level among workers on the Nanjing-
Shanghai-Hangzhou Railway was halved. Primary and middle school educated 
employees among the workforce increased many fold (Table 6.9 below). For most of 
these years Shanghai, Nanjing, Hangzhou and the railway corridors between these 
cities were occupied by the Japanese. Education at all levels was dismpted, as indeed 
it was throughout China, yet clearly the educational attainment of the workforce had 
risen, assuming that neither the definition of terms nor the method of collection had 
changed (there is no evidence of any change). Illiteracy levels declined from 37% to 
16% over the period, and slight literacy fell fi-om about 22% to 17%. More than one-
fifth of workforce in 1947 had been educated at old style village schools, only 
slightly down on the proportion in 1935. Modem schools, though, were by 1947 the 
most common type of formal education. Elementary-level education had increased 
three fold. In 1947 nearly 38% of the workforce was reported to have attended 
primary school, up fi-om 11.4% in 1935. Nearly 5% of workers had gone to 
secondary school compared with fewer than 1% of workers some 12 years earlier. 
Emest P. Liang, China, Railways and Agricultural Development, 1875-1935 (Chicago, 1982), pp. 
97-124, discusses the effect of railways on commercialisation in Shandong, Hebei and Henan. 
Schofield, pp. 437-38; C. Arnold Anderson and Mary J. Bowman, Education and Economic 
Development (Chicago, 1965), pp. 338-40, 347-62. 
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An obvious explanation for the improvement in education levels is that many of 
the older workers who could be expected to have been illiterate, or without formal 
education in the earlier period, would have retired. The increased proportion of the 
workforce with modem schooling is evidence of the positive impact of expansion of 
education during the 1930s, particularly primary education. Some 45% of the manual 
grades in 1947 had attended modem schools compared with 17% in 1935. The 
explanation is probably that many of the railway children of the 1930s who had 
attended the railway-run modem schools could be expected to have followed their 
fathers and become the railway employees of the 1940s. If so, they would have raised 
the overall level of education and literacy on the line. 
Table 6.9 Change in the education levels of workers on the Nanjing-
Shanghai-Hangzhou Railway between 1935 and 1947 
1935 General 
Affairs 
Traffic Locomotive Engineering Accounts Total 
illiterate 27.7% 19.9% 34.4% 60.7% 11.0% 37.0% 
slight illiteracy 22.1% 33.1% 17.5% 17.2% 8.0% 21.8% 
old-style 
schools 
24.7% 28.6% 28.2% 12.8% 41.0% 24.2% 
vocational 
schools 
3.7% 0.3% 1.7% 4.7% 
elementary 
schools 
21.0% 15.8% 11.0% 6.6% 40.0% 11.4% 
middle schools 0.7% 1.2% 0.6% 0.8% 
total employees 271 2,547 3,947 2,427 37 9,229 
1947 General 
Affairs 
Traffic Locomotive Engineering Accounts Total 
illiterate 10.0% 4.8% 13.4% 40.6% 15.8% 
slight illiteracy 1.6% 10.4% 31.2% 17.1% 20.0% 17,3% 
old-style 
schools 
16.7% 27.8% 19.2% 14.0% 12.0% 21.5% 
vocational 
schools 
1.2% 0.2% 
elementary 
schools 
61.0% 33.4% 35.5% 27.6% 52.0% 37.7% 
middle schools 10.4% 9.4% 0.6% 0.8% 17.0% 4.9% 
others 0.2% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 4.9% 
total employees 498 6,553 3,964 3,546 132 14,693 
Sources: Guoyou tielu gongren, 2, p. 23; Shanghai tielu gongren yundong, pp. 28, 30. 
Note: The 1935 survey was collated in May 1935 and the 1947 survey in July 1947. 
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In the locomotive department, where craft traditions among skilled workers was 
strongest and sons followed fathers, the structure of highest educational attainment 
lend support to the argument. Old-style village school education, the most common 
form found among railway tradesmen in the 1930s, had declined from 28% to 19%. 
Junior elementary school had become the most prominent kind of education found 
among 25% of the workforce compared with 6% earlier. By 1947 more than 35% of 
the department's workers had attended some level of primary school compared with 
11% in 1935. The three-fold improvement was significant, but the proportion who 
had some secondary education changed little and counted for slightly more than one 
half of 1% in the locomotive department. 
Railway workers and the literacy of others. Comparison between railway workers 
and the levels of literacy and education of other industrial workers is not practical. 
The main reason is the problem discussed above: the lack of direct and standard 
measures of literacy. Most surveys of other workers are highly impressionistic. No 
two surveys are likely to have used consistent measures, if indeed any criteria were 
defined, nor would the results necessarily be comparable with the surveys of the 
China National Railways. Nevertheless, the impression from the literature is that 
railway workers were relatively well-educated, which is evident in the reports of Zhu 
Bangxing and collaborators on the educational levels of selected Shanghai workers in 
the late 1930s."^^ 
In the Shanghai cotton textiles industry, apart from a handful of supervisory 
workers, the majority of workers were reported to be totally illiterate {yi zi bu ren): 
between 50% and 60% of the men and 80-90% of the women hands. At a Japanese-
run mill less than half of the 700 men could recognise any characters and only a 
dozen could read a newspaper, and then with much difficulty. Among the 3000 
women in the mill only 50-60 hands recognised any characters and a mere two could 
read a newspaper. Average illiteracy was greater than 80%. At the Meiya silk plant 
workers from east Zhejiang were considered highly educated — 40% of the men and 
10% of the women had junior primary education and another 20% of each sex had 
slight literacy (shao renzi) — while among workers from other areas 70-80% were 
illiterate. In knitting mills, about 7% had some formal schooling and the rest were 
illiterate. These levels of education were plainly inferior to those prevailing among 
railway workers in the 1930s. 
The operation and organisation of municipal tramways closely resemble 
railways and the workforce is directly comparable. At the time Shanghai had three 
tramway companies: a British-owned, a French-owned and a Chinese-owned 
tramway. Among the traffic staff of the British company, some ticket sellers could 
Zhu Bangxing et. al, Shanghai chanye yu Shanghai zhigong (Shanghai industry and Shanghai 
workers), (Shanghai, 1984 [1939]), 
""ibid, pp. 107, 110, 143,210. 
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recognise characters but few could read a newspaper. Some spoke pidgin English. 
The drivers were mostly illiterate. The majority of the maintenance shop workers 
(tongjiangjian gongren) knew some characters but only a minority were able to read 
a newspaper. Data are scant for the French tramways, but fewer than 20% of traffic 
workers could recognise characters and in the workshops only 20-30%. Some higher 
level staff knew French and English, and one senior Chinese staff was said to have 
excellent French but to be unable to write his name in Chinese. Illiteracy levels at the 
Chinese company was similar to the others. 
Unlike the foreign-run companies, in the 1930s the Chinese company was 
compelled to comply with the government's program for reducing illiteracy and 
implement classes of two-months duration which would teach workers 600 
characters. Educational levels were raised but the results were said to have been 
transitory as the workers made no use of what they had learned. The company also 
established a school for employees' children which in 1931 had more than 200 
p u p i l s . A l t h o u g h little can be said conclusively about the educational levels of 
tramway workers other than that maintenance workers were better educated, the 
Chinese company's activities in the 1930s show that the Nanjing regime's pursuit of 
working class education was not simply limited to the state-run railways. 
Railway family life 
In 1937 the journalist Liu Dongliu reported the results of a survey of 151 Tianjin 
families of railway w o r k e r s . H e wrote that marriage was not a problem for the 
railwaymen of Tianjin. "Nearly all railway workers were married (you fu zhi fu)." 
They married later than their cousins in rural Hebei, but that they were able to marry 
and establish a household distinguished them from many of the industrial working 
class in China during the interwar years. Surveys of the 1920s observed that the 
"traditional extended family" was in decline among industrial workers.'^' These 
reported that families were nuclear in form and with fewer children than in the past, 
that marriage when it did occur took place later, but that many male workers did not 
earn enough to support a family in the new industrial environment and were imited 
with their family only at New Year when they returned to the home village. 
Families are important for the making of an industrial working class, but have 
not attracted as much attention as they probably deserve. They are the locus for not 
only the sustenance of the productive capabilities of the workers, but of the 
reproduction of the working class. Their creation, in the words of Michael Hanagan, 
"'ibid., pp. 260-61,291,380-81. 
Liu Dongliu, "Tianjin tielu gongren", pp. 117-22. 
Jean Chesneaux, The Chinese Labor Movement. 1919-1927, (Stanford, 1968), pp. 109-12. Whether 
the Chinese 'ideal' extended family was ever as common as supposed is a moot point. 
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is "a crucial element in the process of industrial proletarian class formation" because 
it marks the transition from workers seeing industrial work as merely a winter job or 
a means to pay off a farm debt to an identification with a new occupation which is 
o n g o i n g . " A s soon as workers began regarding themselves as miners or 
metalworkers,... they were able to build expectations about the conditions of old age, 
sickness and accidents based on their knowledge of employer policies."'" These 
expectations informed workers' decisions about children, education and employment 
that might enhance family resources. This focusing on the family, instead of the work 
place, leads Hanagan to argue that threats to the working class family economy, 
rather than narrow work place issues, could radicalise workers. "Changes in family 
resources generated outside the work place could produce grievances and 
dissatisfactions that shaped work place demands."Contrary to past views of labor 
historians, family and community issues are as important as the work place in 
shaping working class consciousness. 
What do we know about Chinese railway families? The Tianjin survey, another 
survey at the Puzhen Works, and the personnel files of the state railways allow us to 
begin to draw a picture of family life on China's railways. The findings of the survey 
of Tianjin railway workers seem consistent with other information about Chinese 
railway workers and Chinese industrial workers in general, though Liu Dongliu's 
report does not discuss methodological problems nor clearly define data.'^^ 
Marriage and the railway household The Tianjin survey of 151 families comprised 
807 persons (418 males, 389 females). Among the 168 men who were employed as 
railway workers, 156 were married (some of the 151 families must have been of an 
extended type, though this is not mentioned by Liu), four were widowers and eight 
had not married. Marriage was monogamous, apart from one worker who had taken a 
second wife (xiao laopo) because his first wife had given him daughters only. 
Railway workers married later than in neighbouring rural areas and they were mostly 
older than their wives, something also observed in surveys of industrial workers in 
S h a n g h a i . H a l f of all railway workers were 17-22 years old at marriage, but the 
age distribution was wide, while the women were generally younger, 83% aged less 
than 22 years. Liu Dongliu attributed the late marriage among railway workers to the 
Michael Hanagan, Nascent Proletarians: Class Formation in Post-Revolutionary France, (Oxford, 
1989), p. 4. 
ibid., p. 6. 
ibid., p. 139. 
For example, neither the work place nor the types of skill level among the railway workers is 
noted, though most are probably semiskilled or artisans because 75% of males older than 6 years 
were reported to have attended a school of one type or another. Classification of illness was 
confused. 
Chesneaux, The Chinese Labor Movement, pp. 109-12. 
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need for them to obtain the economic wherewithal to establish a household, whereas 
in rural areas there was the custom of marrying the son young to an older daughter-
in-law who could more quickly produce a son to continue the family line. '" The 
difference in marriage age between the two groups is shown in Table 6.10. 
Three-quarters of the railway workers in the Tianjin survey were older than their 
wives (Table 6.11). A dozen were more than 12 years older, one was 29 years older, 
though the age difference was no more than two years for one-third of couples. The 
pattern seen in Beiping-Liaoning Railway compensation files is almost identical: 
76% of the men were older than their spouses, two-fifths of couples were separated 
by no more than two years, and none of the women were more than six years older 
than their husbands. Among the men of the Tianjin survey older than 26 years at 
marriage, some had remarried after the death of a first spouse. None of the women 
said they had remarried. This might simply have been a reluctance to admit their 
remarriage because of traditional conservative views about the probity of such 
conduct for a widow. 
Table 6.10 Marriage age on the railways and In rural Hebel, c. 1930 
Tianjin railway families Zhengding xian, Hebei 
age (years) males (%) females (%) age (years) males (%) females (%) 
< 16 4.3 20.4 9-12 24.2 0.8 
17-19 22.6 39.8 12-15 35.9 9.3 
20-22 31.2 29.0 15-20 14.4 27.5 
23-25 15.1 8.6 20-30 8.8 42.3 
26-28 8.6 2.2 >30 16.7 20.1 
29-31 6.5 
>32 11.2 
Source: Liu Dongliu, "Tianjin tielu gongren", pp. 118-19. 
Notes: Tianjin survey only enumerated the age at marriage of 93 couples of the survey 
population of 156. The size of the Zhengding survey population is not given. 
Similarly, the Beiping-Liaoning files record that some workers could take a 
young wife on the death of the first spouse. Permanent hand Liu Shaoyu on his death 
at 45 in October 1933 had three sons, the eldest aged 20 and the youngest two years, 
two daughters aged seven and four years, and a 27-year-old wife whose name 
differed from that which had previously been recorded on his personnel file. An 
158 
investigation revealed that his first wife had died in 1930 and Liu had remarried. 
Liu Dongliu, "Tianjin tielu gongren", p. 118 
SHA 215/2058. Application for compensation by the wife of Liu Shaoyu, 16 December 1932. 
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The 46-year-oId chief airbrake mechanic Tan LianUn's 27-year-old wife was also his 
second as his surviving sons were aged 7, 9 and 17 years, the eldest undoubtedly 
from an earlier m a r r i a g e . S o m e workers had just simply married late in life, such 
as the mechanic Dong Kunlin. He was survived by a wife aged 39 who was 21 years 
his junior, a son aged 17 years, and two daughters, of 14 and 12 years.'^° 
Table 6.11 Age difference between railway spouses, c. 1930 
Tianjin railway survey Beiping-Liaoning Railway 
age difference males older females older males older females older 
(years) than females than males than females than males 
1-2 24 19 19 15 
3-6 31 10 20 4 
7-12 39 2 13 0 
13-18 8 2 3 0 
>19 4 0 5 0 
total 106 33 60 19 
Sources: Liu Dongliu, "Tianjin tielu gongren", p. 118, forl ianjin; SHA 215/1726, 1727, 1728, 
1729, 1730, 2053, 2056, 2058, 2078, 2079, 2080, for Beiping-Liaoning Railway. 
Notes: 1. The workers included in the Tianjin railway survey could have been drawn from the 
Tianjin-Pukou or the Beiping-Liaoning lines, era mixture of each. 
2. Age differences were reported for only 139 of the 156 couples in the Tianjin survey. 
3. The Beiping-Liaoning age differences are from the personnel files of workers whose wife applied 
for compensation on his death and where the age of the worker and spouse are reported. 
The Beiping-Liaoning records do not permit conclusive findings about the size 
of households for the sample because many of the workers died late in their life when 
daughters would already have been married, thus omitted from the list of dependents 
or surviving family members. This seems the probable explanation for the highly 
skewed femaleimale ratio of 100:157. In the 93 compensation files analysed for 
family composition, there were 135 surviving sons and only 86 daughters. The 
aggregate number of other survivors listed were: fathers, 26; mothers, 41; wives, 81; 
daughters-in-law, three; grandsons, six; granddaughters, five. Analysis of the number 
of dependent children listed for wives aged 40 or younger show an average of 2.5 
children and a median of three children.'^' These results indicate that the household 
size before the death of the worker was from four to six persons, with a typical 
family size of five persons. 
159 
160 
161 
SHA 215/1726. Application for compensation by the wife of Tan Lianlin, 6 August 1938. 
SHA 215/1730. Application for compensation by the wife of Dong Kunlin, July 1939. 
The assumption made in this calculation is that very few of any surviving daughters would have 
married out before the mother had reached her late 30s unless both the mother and the daughter 
had married considerably younger than the pattern described above. 
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The results above for the restricted subset of the Beiping-Liaoning compensation 
files fit closely with a survey of 791 railway families at the Puzhen Works, shown in 
Table 6.12, which was located at southern end of the Tianjin-Pukou Railway. 
Excluding the separated households (railway workers living alone without their 
families) there were 5.3 persons per household. Nearly 60% of the survey population 
of 4,029 lived in households of four to six persons. A quarter of all people lived in 
quite large households of seven or eight family members. These larger households 
may have had several railway wage earners. 
Table 6.12 Household size at the Puzhen Works, c. 1930 
Household size Number of 
households 
Percentage of 
all households 
Total number of 
persons 
Percentage of 
survey population 
two-person 23 3 46 1.0 
three-person 79 10 237 5.9 
four-person 157 20 628 15.6 
ftve-person 190 24 950 23.6 
six-person 131 17 786 19.5 
seven-person 71 9 497 12.3 
eight-person 62 8 496 12.3 
nine-person 22 3 198 4.9 
ten or more 15 2 150 3.7 
separated 41 5 41 1.0 
Total 791 100% 4029 100% 
Sources: Xu Xiehua, Tielu laogong wenti, Table 36-37. 
Notes: A separated household is that of a worker without his family resident with him. 
The Beiping-Liaoning personnel files also tell us a lot about the family members 
of the worker, who they married and a little about what became of their children. 
Railway workers mostly married women from their home counties. Only four 
workers married women from a county other than their home c o u n t y . N o n e 
married women from another province. This included the south China tradesmen. All 
the mechanics or fitters from Guangdong appear to have returned home to find wife, 
though they have married the daughters of Guangdong colleagues long-resident in 
north China. The record is silent on this issue. '" Few of any of the railway wives had 
162 
163 
Applications for compensation by the wives of tiie following workers. SHA 215/1727, Huang 
Xingqiao, 6 April 1939; SHA 215/1729, Wang Zhenming, 16 August 1939; Dong Daolong, 15 
June 1939; SHA 215/1730, Yin Wenxin, September 1939. 
Applications for compensation by the wives of the following workers. SHA 215/1726, Lin 
Yaonan, 19 August 1938; Tan Lianlin, 6 August 1938; SHA 215/1727, Huang Xingqiao, 6 April 
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occupations, their designation indicating that they were engaged in home duties. 
Among the women whose occupation was listed, four were shown to be engaged in 
f a r m i n g . O n e was a seamstress, and another, a Madam Liu, was a railway office 
servant in the Tianjin railway administration office as was her husband, Liang 
Wencheng. 
The women were no slouches when it came to demanding their entitlements 
from the railway. Madam Li, wife of the train attendant Wang Desheng, was 
inventive and probably of a combative disposition. She sought not only 
compensation but also her dead husband's annual bonus. During the night of 20 
October 1933 Wang had fallen from carriages being moved from Fengtai to the 
Tangshan Works for repair. Madam Li, though, in her application for compensation 
petitioned that Wang had opposed soldiers boarding the carriages, was beaten and 
thrown to his death. How she came to this view is unclear, but the railway police 
thought otherwise. They reported in March 1934 that "this attendant arose from 
sleep, went to urinate out of the carriage, lost his footing, and fell to his death." 
Nevertheless, Madam Li was successful. She was paid compensation of $310, a 
funeral benefit of $50, and in view of Wang having worked 293 days for the year 
without any discipline infringements, his 1933 bonus of $40.'^^ 
Ten of the applicants for compensation were sons. In one case, the son rather 
than the surviving wife was the principal applicant. Two of the sons listed their 
occupation as farming, one a merchant, and one a p o s t m a n . T h e applications 
indicate the emergence of industrial families. Two were listed as employed at the 
Kailuan coal mine, a permanent hand and a workshop app ren t i ce .Fou r worked for 
the railways: a linesman, a vehicle inspector, a mechanic and an office messenger. 
Probably the track linesman owed his job to the father Li Qing's position as a track 
gang foreman, and in time might have become a track foreman too.'^^ Messenger Li 
Molin had paved the way for his son to find a skilled post as a vehicle inspector, 
quite a step up the ladder for a m e s s e n g e r . S o too had the mechanic Li Weikuan 
1939; SHA 215/1728, Li Guoxing, 20 April 1939, Chen Jiwan, 1939; SHA 215/1729, Tang 
Hao, 29 May 1939. 
Applications for compensation by the wives of the following workers. SHA 215/1727, Du Deyu, 
10 April 1939; SHA 215/2079, Guo Ren, 4 March 1934; SHA 215/2058, Li Shaoyu, 16 
December 1932; SHA 215/2056, Sun Dan, 20 November 1932; SHA 215/1729, Tian Zhongde, 
August 1939; SHA 215/1726, Liang Wencheng, 8 September 1938. 
SHA 215/2080/03-10. Application for compensation by the wife of Wang Desheng, January 1934; 
Railway police report, 6 March 1934; Application for termination and annual bonus, 1 May 
1934. 
SHA 215/1726. Application for compensation by the son of Li Sheng, 5 June 1938. SHA 
215/2053. Application ... by the son of Sun Kaijia, 21 October 1932; by the son of Li He, 24 
October 1932. SHA 215/1728. Application ... by the son of Zhao Qing, April 1939. 
SHA 215/1729. Application for compensation by the son of Zhang Youqing, July 1929. 
SHA 215/1726. Application for compensation by the son of Li Qing, 22 September 1938. 
SHA 215/1728. Application for compensation by the son of Li Molin, 6 July 1938. 
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whose son had become a mechanic at the Tangshan W o r k s . M e c h a n i c Cheng 
Runhai's 19-year-old son was apprenticed at the Kailuan coal mine. Cheng's son 
might later have moved to the railways, a career pattern that was not untypical of the 
mechanics at the Tangshan W o r k s . T h e chief airbrake mechanic Tan Lianlin, a 
native of Guangdong province as was Cheng, had done his apprenticeship at the 
Kailuan mine before moving onto the nearby Tangshan W o r k s . T h e s e records 
indicate once again the way in which native place links influenced recruitment. Both 
employers were part of the British sphere of capital and recruited skilled workers 
from among the Cantonese, a pattern replicated through several generations. They 
also illustrate the links between the modem enterprises in this area of north China 
and the connections necessary for the perpetuation of the working class family. 
Health and education The institutional organisation of health and education services 
on the state railways have been discussed in detail. The Tianjin survey and the 
Beiping-Liaoning compensation files provide a slightly different perspective, 
focussed on the family. Liu Dongliu noted that the general level of health among 
railway families was "passable" (guodelai), but he lamented that hygiene and 
precautions against disease were wanting, especially their knowledge of nutrition, 
factors which contributed to illness and injury.'^^ The classification of illness is 
confiised, making analysis useless, and the absence of tuberculosis is conspicuous, 
probably reflecting the stigma attached to the disease. Respondents on health issues 
were mostly the wives of railway workers who emphasised the illnesses which 
affected the head of the household (thus the economic well being of the family), and 
little is revealed about the illnesses affecting other family members. However, Liu 
Dongliu reported that the treatment of illness was "very convenient" for railway 
families because each railway line had established medical facilities. Chinese 
medicines were also frequently used. 
Improved education would raise health and hygiene, Liu argued. He bemoaned 
the low level of literacy and attention to education among railway families, but the 
reported figures were not quite as poor as he would have us believe.''^ Of the 679 
persons older than school-entry age of six years, 53% had attended or were in school 
at the time of the survey. This figure is depressed by the neglect of female education: 
SHA 215/1729. Application for compensation by the son of Li Weikuan, June 1939. 
''' SHA 215/1729. Application for compensation by the son of Cheng Runhai, July 1939.. 
SHA 215/1726. Application for compensation by the wife of Tan Lianlin, 6 August 1938. 
Liu Dongliu, "Tianjin tielu gongren", p. 119. 
Liu's observations on education reflect the values of the middle class investigator, none more than 
his moralising that the failure of railway families to send children younger than six sui to 
kindergarten "clearly demonstrates the railway workers neglect of their children's education. 
Whether this arises from economic constraints or the inconvenience of taking the children to a 
kindergarten, the result is that 128 little citizens (xiao guomin) are left subject to the general, 
pernicious education of their social environment." ibid., p. 121. 
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only 16% of those older than six had any education compared with 75% of males. 
However, female education was improving — 40% of all girls aged 6-18 years were 
attending village or primary schools. Still, the level was significantly lower than the 
boys of the same age group of whom 67% were in school at the time of the survey. 
Analysis of the education level of the railway worker head of household show that 
80% had attended school or had obtained some ability to read Chinese. 
The illiteracy of women in the Tianjin survey is also evident in the compensation 
application files for the Beiping-Liaoning line. Three-quarters of the wives 'signed' 
their application with a thumb print, the others with a 'chop' seal, whereas all the 
male applicants — the father or son of a deceased railway worker — used a seal. 
Although the possession of a seal does not confirm that the user is literate, it at least 
indicates the person had need for a formal signature instrument with which to engage 
in a world where documents were used frequently.Six of the 10 sons, as 
mentioned earlier in this section, found industrial employment that indicates the 
father and the railway had provided the opportunity for social advance. Most had 
jobs that were the same as their father's or better. One of the interesting examples in 
the files is that of the Cantonese mechanical supervisor Sun Ruizhou. We learn from 
the dispute over Old Sun's pension that his son Sun Shaomian was a Beijing college 
student in 1932. Old Sun certainly had the means to support his son's education with 
a salary of $99 at the time of retirement in 1927 which gave him a pension of $49.50 
a month, but the achievement was notable as few youths had such opportunities.'^^ 
Conclusion 
Railway workers and their families appear to have been better off than most 
industrial workers in China during the interwar years. They enjoyed a fairly high 
degree of job security and a wide range of benefits. This chapter has looked at the 
health and welfare benefits, analysed the level of literacy and the availability of 
education for the workers and their family, and sketched the characteristics of 
railway families. Health and education expenditure by the railway administrations 
was considerable. Such measures reflect the inadequacy of the Chinese state at the 
time to provide the services necessary to maintain and cultivate an industrial 
workforce. The provision of medical services, compensation benefits and old-age 
ibid, pp. 120-22. 
The user of a seal could well be illiterate yet still be engaged in the commercial world through the 
use of a 'chop'. For example, in the older areas of Hong Kong in the 1980s at branches of the 
Hang Seng Bank, known as the amahs' (Chinese domestics) bank, there were special counters to 
which the illiterate amahs would take their passbooks. They would ask the bank clerk to fill in 
the amount they wanted to withdraw (or deposit), and from the folds of their tunics pull out an 
ox-hom box containing their chop with which they would place their signature on the form. 
They were illiterate, but they were no strangers to the world of commerce and banking. 
SHA 215/2096. 
212 
The quality of life 
pensions were not simply benign and well-meaning welfare measures. They were 
also a means to retain the workforce in which the railways had invested training, if 
only rudimentary and for the semiskilled mostly consisting of on-the-job acquired 
experience. That said, the pensions were generous for those who qualified, equal to 
half their final monthly salary; the payouts for death at work were good, too, when 
work-death or injury compensation was rare elsewhere. 
In looking at literacy and education, the chapter showed that railway workers 
were well educated compared with other industrial workers. Nearly three-quarters of 
the manual grades had acquired a basic level of literacy by the mid-1930s. Many had 
obtained formal education. The extent and level of schooling had improved markedly 
by the mid-1940s. This was probably a result of the development of schools for the 
children of railway workers during the 1920s and 1930s, many of whom would have 
followed their fathers into a railway career. The possibilities of these life-cycle 
progressions — produced by the security of an employment system which embodied 
health, welfare and education services — created families of committed industrial 
workers. Railway families were typical of the new industrial working class in China 
in many respects. Most of the families were monogamous and nuclear in form, with 
four to six persons. The women were often illiterate, but the education of girls was 
improving in the 1930s. They were distinguished from other industrial families 
chiefly by living in communities of railway families and a relative 'wealth' of 
resources provided by the state-run railways: steady employment and the access to 
many services and benefits. 
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Union organisation and industrial militancy is the stuff of which the labor history of 
China is usually made. On both sides of the Taiwan Straits, labor history is a story of 
heroes and villains, of working class struggles and political machinations. Even more 
than the old-style labor history once practised in Britain, the United States and 
Australia, the Chinese approach is focussed on labor leaders, labor organisations and 
strikes — in fact, it is a sub-field of party history (dangshi), either the Chinese 
Communist Party or the Guomindang (Nationalist Party). In previous chapters I have 
avoided the politics and industrial disputes of the railway labor movement in my 
effort to reconstruct a picture of life on the railways. Now I want to consider the 
labor organisations of railway workers and the character of railway industrial 
disputes. 
As wages are a crude indicator of workers' income, so are industrial disputes a 
crude indicator of the class-consciousness of workers. Industrial disputes — 
especially strikes — sharpen the level of consciousness among workers about the 
experience of being a worker in a particular workplace. Fused in this act of collective 
militancy are the ideas, beliefs and organisational associations among workers which 
have their root in the work experience, as well as the culture of past experience which 
may have its origin in the village or pre-modem organisation of urban crafts. These 
separate experiences shape the militancy. Strikes are never without organisation or 
leadership. Strike organisation and leadership might be inchoate, often fluid and 
without formal coherence, but organisation and leadership are nevertheless to be 
found. Workers in dispute draw upon existing informal structures of organisation 
within the workplace, such as those shaped by native-place ties in China or other 
forms of social relationships. The circumstances pushed forward as leaders persons 
whose status was derived from their position in these social networks. From the 
experience of the dispute there might follow a labor union or similar association 
whose purpose is to articulate the work-centred interests of the collective. 
This chapter is not a comprehensive account of railway unions, their leaders, the 
strikes and other disputes which occurred during the three decades before 1937. 
Three tasks instead are set. Firstly, I discuss the early associations formed among 
railway workers in the first two decades of the 20th century, and briefly look at the 
few reports we have of industrial action taken during this period. Next I look at the 
organisation of labor unions in the early 1920s which culminated in the big strike of 
February 1923 on the Beijing-Hankou Railway and the subsequent downturn in labor 
militancy. Although many of the strikes of this period are well known as important 
episodes in the development of the Chinese Communist Party, the accounts are 
mostly stories of union leadership and 'heroic' struggles from which is often missing 
the detail of the alliances between workers from different regional groups, the links 
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with past associations, and the analysis of the broader character of the demands. 
Between 1924 and 1927 unions were repressed by provincial militarist regimes. 
Thirdly, I look at railway unionism and disputes in the Nanjing decade, a period 
of some confusion. It was a time which saw the competing players for workers' 
allegiances forge sometimes complex deals which brought together in common cause 
communists, nationalists and other activists. The Guomindang introduced a new 
industrial relations regime while the communist party in the end divorced itself from 
the working class. A listing of railway industrial disputes from the 1890s to July 
1937 appears in a large table in the appendix. Industrial action among railwaymen 
manifest typical workplace concerns — issues of wages, hours, conditions, treatment 
— and some which were peculiar to their employment, such as pressure on the 
railway administration to enforce the safe running of trains. 
Early organisations and disputes 
Little is known about the early associations among railway workers. Like mystery 
ships in a fog, they drift in and out of the record. We rarely find details of their aims 
or membership. These early labor organisations, whether among railwaymen or other 
industrial workers, have long been described in China as "embryonic" {mengya 
zhuangtai) or "transitional" (guodude) forms of labor association, caught somewhere 
in form between "old style" craft guilds and regional-based labor fraternities, on the 
one hand, and "new style" industrial unions on the other. Early labor associations of 
this kind were said to lack class consciousness, and could only engage in industrial 
actions which were "spontaneous" (zifaxing) and "economist" (jingji zhuyi) in 
character.' Much of this type of analysis is simply tendentious support for the 
argument that the modem labor movement in China began with the founding of the 
Chinese Communist Party. The problem with this view for the historian is that it 
writes out of history the independent action of workers, denies them autonomy of 
action or consciousness, and makes them dependent upon the bearers of perceived 
'class truth', the party. 
' Chen Da, Zhongguo laogong wenti (Problems of Chinese labor), (Shanghai, 1929), chapter 3; Zhao 
Qin, "Xinhai geming qianhou de Zhongguo gongren yundong" (The Chinese workers movement 
around the time of the 1911 revolution), Lishi yanjiu (Historical Research), 1959, reprinted in 
Zhongguo jindaishi lunji (Collected essays on modem Chinese history), (Beijing, 1979), pp. 
1046-82; Jin Shixuan and Xu Wenshu, Zhongguo tielu fazhan shi, 1876-1949 (History of the 
development of Chinese railways, 1876-1949), (Beijing, 1986), chapter 35; Mi Rucheng, 
Diguozhuyi yu Zhongguo tielu, 1847-1949 (Imperialism and Chinese Railways, 1847-1949), 
(Beijing, 1980), chapter 10; Ma Chaojun et al, ed, Zhongguo laogongyundongshi (A history of 
the Chinese labor movement), 5 vols, (Taibei, 1959). The Chinese view is reiterated in western 
studies, such as Jean Chesneaux, The Chinese Labor Movement, 1919-1927, (Stanford, 1968); 
Yiu-Chung Ko, "The Labor Movement in North China, 1900-1937", Phd diss.. University of 
California, Santa Barbara. 
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Political leadership in the CCP (or GMD) sense is not a necessary condition for 
militancy, organisation, or success in industrial disputes. Chinese workers soon after 
the beginning of railways showed a lot of combativeness and a capability for 
organisation, though they were often segmented by 'ethnic loyalties' or occupational 
grades. The first reported dispute which could be associated with railwaymen was the 
conflict between Cantonese tradesmen and local mostly semi- or unskilled Hebei 
workers at Tangshan in 1882 and 1883 during the building of the Tangshan-
Xugezhuang line, the first link in what became the Beijing-Fengtian Railway. The 
local workers demanded wages equivalent to those paid to the men recruited from 
south China.^ Nine years later several hundred workers at the Tangshan Works 
rebelled against the bullying of a foreign overseer and went on strike.^ 
Over the next three decades there were nearly 50 strikes or other disputes on 
China's railways before radical activists in Beijing, Shanghai and other cities began 
to organise communist groups in 1920."* The earliest organisation of railway labor 
was probably among the Cantonese mechanics of Tangshan during the late Qing. In 
the Tianjin-Tangshan area they set up a provincial association which included 
persons other than railway workers.^ This association was still active in the 1920s.^ 
The Tangshan mechanics founded a branch of the Chinese Republican Labor Party 
{Zhonghua minguo gongdang) which had been established in Shanghai in early 1912, 
part of the proliferation of political groupings following on the heels of the 1911 
nationalist revolution. Unlike its parent, the Tangshan branch was longer-lasting, 
despite internal strife, and for five years ran a welfare society {gongxingshe) for 
members drawn from among the Cantonese staff and workers at railway workshops.^ 
This prior experience of political and union-like organisation made the skilled 
workers of Tangshan receptive to the initiatives of communists student activists 
during the high-tide of railway unionism, 1921-23. They were not simply 
manipulated by the CCP student activists. 
^ Ellsworth C. Carlson, The Kaiping Mines (1877-1912), (Cambridge, MA, 1957), p. 45. The dispute 
is usually thought a mine labor incident, but at the time the Kaiping mine and Tangshan railway 
were part of the same company. The original locomotive was built by the Kaiping mechanics. 
^ Mi Rucheng, Diguozhuyi yu Zhongguo tielu, p. 566; Jin Shixuan and Xu Wenshu, Zhongguo tielu 
fazhan shi, p. 379. 
" Zhongguo tielu gongren yundong lishi dashiji (Chronology of the history of the Chinese railway 
workers movement), (Beijing, 1987). See appendix tabulated summary of strikes and disputes, 
1882-1937. 
' Chen Da, Zhongguo laogong wenti, p. 100. The Hong Kong and Guangdong mechanics' association 
formed in 1906 probably included railway workers, though they were few in South China as 
railway development had only begun. Ma Chaojun, pp. 50-54, 79-80. Jean Chesneaux, citing an 
earlier Chen Da report, says that the association grew out of a split in 1905 between Cantonese 
mechanics and local workers who were all members of a workers' reading club. Chesneaux, 
Chinese Labor, p. 121. 
' C. P. FitzGerald, Why China? Recollections of China, 1923-1950 (Melbourne, 1985), pp. 41, 43. 
^ Chen Da, Zhongguo laogong wenti, pp. 100-101; Ma Chaojun, Zhongguo laogong yundong shi, p. 
78; Zhongguo gongyunshi zidian (A dictionary of Chinese labor history), (Beijing, 1990), p. 
274. 
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The labor party in the Shanghai area was closely connected with several 
associations formed on the Shanghai-Nanjing and Shanghai-Hangzhou lines, and 
Q 
elsewhere. There were three organisations on these two lines. The Combined Lines 
Society {Jiang lu tongrenhui) was an association of administration staff. It was 
mainly a recreational club, but did concern itself with the welfare of members. 
Another group at the Wusong Works was the Employees Common Advancement 
Association (yuan gong xiejinhui). The third, organised among those in the carriage 
and locomotive sheds at station yards between Shanghai and Nanjing, was the 
Employees Society for the Advancement of Virtue (yuan gong jindehui). It mostly 
ran educational and welfare activities. All of these associations organised between 
1912 and 1914 had a charter of rules, though most accounts are vague about their 
membership size and composition. They appeared to have been modelled on craft 
guilds, their activities focussed on friendship and mutual aid, and their leadership 
mostly drawn from staff or foremen.^ 
Similar associations were also set up on the Longhai and Tianjin-Pukou lines in 
early 1912. An engineer Xu Sheyuan founded the Trackworkers Common Aid 
Society (lugong tongren gongjihui) on the Luoyang section of the Longhai Railway 
in March 1912 which enrolled about 60 w o r k e r s . I n April the Tianjin-Pukou line 
South Section Employees Society (nanduan yuangong tongzhihui) was formed at the 
Puzhen Works, just across the Yangze from the terminus of the Shanghai-Nanjing 
where worker associations had just been established. The association had a detailed 
charter of rules which stipulated the obligations of members — these included 
promoting the "autonomy of the individual", the "mutual aid of colleagues", and 
"equality of rights" — and how the business of the association was to be conducted. 
Chief among the duties of the association was the promotion of the members' 
welfare. Although the society was suppressed around 1914 by the local military 
governor, it was the forerunner of the Tianjin-Pukou Railway Association {Jin-Pu lu 
tongrenhui) which was set up in 1920 and which was the precursor of the CCP-
influenced Tianjin-Pukou Railway Club centred on the Puzhen Works. This later 
association also established a mutual-aid society (huzhuhui)}^ 
8 The Common Advancement Society (gongdang gongjinhui) was the central organ of the Labor 
Party and established branches in Nanjing, Hangzhou, Wuhu, Suzhou, Hankou, Changsha and 
the north China railway workshops. Ma Chaojun, Zhongguo laogong yundong shi, pp. 73-74. 
Chen Da, Zhongguo laogong wenti, p. 101, describes the Shanghai-Nanjing associations as labor 
leagues or alliances (tongmenhui) which he said participated in the formation of the labor party, 
rather than the converse. 
' ibid., p. 89; Laodongshi zidian, pp. 254, 255; Minguo tielu yinian shi (A history of one year in the 
railways of the Republic), (np, 1914), pi52; Shanghai tielu gongren yundong shi (A history of 
the Shanghai railway workers' movement), (Beijing, 1991), p. 46. 
Laodongshi zidian, pp. 251 
Ma Chaojun, Zhongguo laogong yundong shi, pp. 78-79, 154, 172; Zhao Qin. "Xinhai geming 
qianhou de Zhongguo gongren yundong (The Labor Movement Around the Time of the 1911 
Revolution)", Zhongguo jindai shi lunwenji (Collected Essays on Modem Chinese History), 
(Beijing, 1979), pp. 1056-57. Zhongguo gongyunshi cidian, pp. 251 
217 
II 
Chapter 7 
The early workers organisations had come into being as part of the wider social 
and revolutionary experience of the 1911 overthrow of the Qing Dynasty and the 
founding of the Republic. Workers had responded to the radicalisation of Chinese 
society at the time. Their demise followed in the wake of the repression that set in 
after the defeat of the 1913 'second revolution', the attempt by forces loyal to Sun 
Yatsen to overturn Yuan Shikai's government in Beijing. Nearly all of the early 
associations vanished by 1914. Yuan Shikai began early in his rule to toughen 
controls over workers. He reworked the Qing period laws which had banned strikes. 
The new penal code of 1912 made all strikes a violation of criminal law. The Public 
Order Police Regulations {zhi'an jingcha tiaoli) of March 1914 not only banned 
strikes, but deprived workers of any freedom of assembly, organisation or action. Sun 
Yatsen's revolutionary government in Guangzhou repealed the provisions in the 
1924 trade union regulations {gonghui tiaoli)}^ 
The earliest railway disputes mentioned above were about wage differentials and 
treatment. Both issues continued to figure in early disputes. At the Anyuan coal mine 
and Zhuzhou-Pingxiang Railway, the miners and railwaymen went on strike in May 
1905, surrounded the combined administration building, and demanded their wages 
which had been in arrears for several months. A year later they went on strike again 
over the change from a three-shift to two-shift system. In between, many of the 
miners in particular were involved in the 1906 Ping-Liu-Li Uprising, one of the many 
futile anti-Qing rebellions involving secret societies and revolutionary nationalist 
activists.'^ Fifteen years later the CCP-led Anyuan railway and mine workers set up a 
club which is seen as a landmark in the history of the early CCP.''* 
In China Proper between 1910 and 1920 work-centred disputes included 
agitation over the bullying by a foreign supervisor at the Puzhen Works in 1910 and 
1914; a strike against the appointment of a foreign manager on the Longhai Railway 
in 1913; strikes against withheld wages at Shijiazhuang locomotive sheds of the 
Zhengding-Taiyuan Railway in 1913 and the Sifang Works of the Qingdao-Jinan 
Railway in May 1919; a protest against the arbitrary deductions from wages by 
foremen at the Nankou workshops of the Beijing-Suiyuan Railway in 1916; and a 
strike of traffic laborers on the Shanghai-Nanjing Railway over a management 
decision in May 1918 to impose eye tests on existing employees which were thought 
Mi Rucheng, Diguozhuyi yu Zhongguo tielu, p. 554; excerpts from the new penal code and police 
regulations, Yang Wenfu, Zhongguo tielu gongyunshi ziliao xuanbian (Selected materials on the 
history of the Chinese railway workers movement), (Zhengzhou, 1990), pp. 55-56. 
Hu Sheng, Cong yapian zhanzheng dai wusi yundong (From the Opium War to the May 4th 
Movement), (Beijing, 1981), pp. 731-37; Yang Shiji, Xinhai geming qianhou Hunan shiji 
(Historical incidents in Hunan around the time of the 1911 Revolution), (Changsha, 1982 
[1958]), pp. 129-49; Pingxiang shi tieluzhi (Annals of the Pingxiang city railways), comp. 
Railway branch, Pingxiang, Chinese Communist Party, (np, c.1990). 
The setting up of the workers club is credited to Mao Zedong who dispatched Li Lisan and Liu 
Shaoqi to lead the club and the Anyuan strike of 1922. See discussion below. 
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to be a measure to reduce the workforce (those who failed the test were to be 
dismissed).'^ 
At times political issues came to the fore. This was particularly so on the 
Chinese Eastern Railway, the then Russian-controlled line which crossed north 
Manchuria. Chinese and Russian workers went on strike in November 1905 to 
protest the military controls imposed after the 1905 Revolution in Russia. They set 
fire to buildings at the Harbin central workshops. Feelings had been running high 
since agitation in autumn 1903 over the poor housing, most of which were tent-like 
structures that were unsuitable for the harsh winter. The CER workers again went on 
strike in early 1907 to demand the release of the Chinese and Russians arrested when 
the military had crushed the earlier strike in February 1906. May Day was celebrated 
at the Harbin workshops in 1908, probably the first occasion it had been marked in 
China. Ten years later there were strikes over wages, including Chinese station staff 
in June 1917 who demanded wage parity with Russian employees.'^ Politics, 
however, was the main focus of strikes in the late 1910s. Chinese and Russian 
workers in January 1918 refused to allow trains to carry supplies for White Russian 
forces. In May a general strike was called after the assassination of a Bolshevik 
organiser. They again joined forces to strike several times in a campaign to impede 
the western intervention forces in 1919-20.'^ 
Politics also aroused railway workers in China Proper. Some participated in the 
gentry-led railway protection movement in 1911.'^ In 1919 they became involved in 
the demonstrations and strikes of the May Fourth Movement. Students of the French 
language school, some apprentices and some workers at the Changxindian workshops 
joined the demonstration on 4 May and subsequently some workers went on strike on 
7 May to protest the arrests of student demonstrators. In June there were widespread 
demonstrations and strikes in response to the arrest of May Fourth activists in Beijing 
on 3-4 June. The Changxindian workers on 5 June demonstrated outside the 
workshop manager's residence.'^ In Shanghai students, merchants and workers 
protested. On 7 June the Wusong workers went on strike. All sections of the 
Shanghai-Nanjing and Shanghai-Hangzhou railways went out between 8 and 10 
June. The train service was only restored on 11 June with soldiers riding in the 
" Mi Rucheng, Diguozhuyiyu Zhongguo tielu, pp. 566-67; Zhongguo tielu gongren. 
" About the same time, 2000 Chinese workers at the Shahekou Works of the South Manchurian 
Railway went on strike for wage parity with Japanese workers. Zhongguo tielu gongren. 
" Mi Rucheng, Diguozhuyiyu Zhongguo tielu, pp. 568-69; Zhongguo tielu gongren. 
" Jin Shixuan and Xu Wenshu, Zhongguo tielu fazhan shi, pp. 379-80; Joseph W. Esherick, Reform 
and Revolution in China: The 1911 Revolution in Hunan and Hubei, (Berkeley, 1976), pp. 82-
91. 
" Beifang de hongxing - Changxindian jiche cheliang gongchang liushi nian (Red star of the north 
— 60 years of the Changxindian locomotive and rolling stock works), (Beijmg, 1960), pp. 10, 
37-39 
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locomotive to enforce compliance.^^ Other strikes took place at the Tianjin-Pukou 
Puzhen Works and the Beijing-Fengtian Tangshan Works. These activities were to 
sow the seed of future railway labor organisation, bringing together radical students 
and workers. The May Fourth activists organised "national salvation units of 10" 
{jiuguo shi ren tuari), a pledged group of students and the basic cell of the student 
unions. Students in the technical schools near Changxindian and Tangshan 
introduced the units of 10 into the railway workshops.^' This organisational form 
became the foundation of the cells adopted by communist activists in the labor 
movement among railway workers, coal miners, and the factory workers of Shanghai 
and Hankou. 
Large-scale mobilisation and reaction, 1920-27 
In the year before the May Fourth demonstration many student activists had become 
involved in activities to take education to the countryside and the factory, the popular 
education and new village movements. Between May 1919 and the following May 
when Xin Qingnian (New Youth) magazine published a special issue on the Chinese 
working class, a major shift had taken place among some radical intellectuals and 
students. They had moved from the position of advocating reform of Chinese society 
through education — ideas informed by liberal positivism, Christianity and 
anarchism — to envisage a radical remaking of society through intervention in the 
struggles of the working class. Marxism on the back of news about the Bolshevik 
revolution had begun to have an impact, though it would be a Marxism poorly 
understood and more often informed by the earlier currents of anarchism.^^ 
Railway workers were a principal focus of early communist activists, among 
whom they had their greatest success and their biggest defeat in the period up to 
April 1927. This section will examine the methods by which the CCP established a 
presence among railway workers between 1920 and 1923. It looks at the problems 
activists encountered coming face-to-face with real workers divided by regional 
loyalties and secret society affiliations, the types of unions formed, and analyse some 
of the strikes that took place, not merely for their relationship to the CCP, but more 
for what they tell us about the character and issues involved in railway militancy. The 
latter part of the section will look briefly at the collapse of the organised labor 
20 
22 
Shanghai bashi shilu (True record of the Shanghai city strike), (Shanghai, 1919), pp 60-61; 
Baofengyuzhong de huochetou: Qinshuyan jiche cheliang gongchang gongren douzhengshi. 
1898-1949 (Locomotives in tempest: the history of workers struggles at the Qinshuyan 
locomotive and rolling stock plant, 1898-1949), (Nanjing, 1962), pp. 12-13; 
Mi Rucheng, Diguozhuyi yu Zhongguo tielu, p. 657; Yiu-Chung Ko, "The Labor Movement in 
North China", pp. 125-26. 
Arif Dirlik, The Origins of Chinese Communism, (New York, 1989); Chow Tse-tsung, The May 
Fourth Movement: Intellectual Revolution in Modern China, (Stanford, 1967 [I960]). 
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movement after the militarist Wu Peifti's crushing of the Beijing-Hankou strike, the 
attempts to resurrect the national union in a political landscape controlled by 
warlords, and a dispute on the Qingdao-Jinan Railway where the workers were 
marshalled to battle against managers brought in from outside Shandong province. 
The CCP and the founding of railway unions. The history of the railway workers 
movement in the early 1920s is largely a history of the Chinese Communist Party's 
efforts to build a class-based proletarian party. CCP activists were successful 
organising workers on the railways of north China (but not so around Shanghai). 
That is not to say that railway workers were inert. On the contrary, after the May 
Fourth agitation workers on many lines began to organise clubs and associations 
which were the base upon which the CCP activists built. Some of these new union 
activists among the workers drew on their experience of organising earlier 
associations. However, the scale and complexity of organisation among railway 
workers by early 1923 would not have been achieved without the efforts of these 
CCP activists who were subject to the discipline of a political party which had 
focussed on industrial unionisation among key sectors of the modem working class. 
In auturrm 1920, Chinese communist activists took their first steps to organise 
modem labor unions among factory workers, railwaymen and miners. Deng 
Zhongxia, Luo Zhanglong and Zhang Guotao visited the locomotive workshops at 
Changxindian on the Beijing-Hankou Railway south of Beijing. A workers' night 
school was established. Similar activities took place elsewhere. In July 1921 a dozen 
delegates representing some 50 members of scattered communist groups came to 
Shanghai to found the Chinese Communist Party. The opening sentence of the CCP's 
first decision boldly declared: "To form industrial unions is the chief aim of our 
p a r t y . T h a t statement guided the party's activities for most of the 1920s. It set out 
to organise modem labor unions as part of an effort to create a proletarian 
revolutionary party. By early 1927, on paper at least, the party was successftil.^"* 
^^  The original Chinese version is lost but extant are versions in English and Russian which have been 
translated back into Chinese. The English version, cited in the quote, is from C. Martin Wilbur, 
ed. The Chinese Communist Movement in China. An Essay Written in 1924. By Ch'en Kung-po 
(Colombia University: 1960), pp. 108-110. The Chinese version of the Russian text, from the 
Comintern archives, can be found in Zhonggong zhongyang wenjian xuanji (Selected 
Documents of the CCP Central Committee), (Beijing: 1989), Vol. 1, pp. 7-8. 
^^  At the time of the CCP's 5th congress in May 1927 more than half of its near 58,000 members were 
said to be proletarians. The CCP-dominated unions at the 4th National Labor Congress in June 
1927 claimed a membership of 2.8 million organised workers. The Jiang Jieshi (Chiang 
Kaishek) coup of April 1927 and the collapse of the first united front with the Guomindang, the 
ensuring repression of communist-influenced labor organisations and the Stalin-directed 
Comintern policies destroyed much of the CCP industrial base, decimated its activists and 
isolated the party from the working class. Less than three years later, only 8% of party members 
were workers. That is the short history of the CCP in the 1920s. James P. Harrison, The Long 
March to Power: A History of the Chinese Communist Party. 1921-72, (New York, 1972), pp. 6, 
70, 86, 98-99; Nym Wales, [Helen Foster Snow], The Chinese Labor Movement, (New York, 
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The 1921 decision had six sections, including labor organisation, propaganda, 
and workers' supplementary schools. The program was a synthesis of the experience 
of the past year organising workers. CCP activists were to organise industrial unions 
(chanye gonghui), join guilds and craft unions in order to reorganise them, and 
promote unionism among workers using a variety of publications. Schools were to be 
set up in industrial centres through which workers would be recruited prior to 
organising a union, an approach credited to Deng Zhongxia's success with 
railwaymen at Changxindian.^^ The optimism of the labor movement plan is reflected 
in the CCP central bureau directive in November 1921. All branches were set a target 
for the second congress planned for July 1922 of obtaining direct control over at least 
one union and working relationships with others. The main effort of the party's union 
work was to focus on railway workers.^^ 
Divisions among workers arising from place of origin was identified in the 
manifesto of the Labor Secretariat {Zhongguo laodong zuhe shujibu), set up in 
Shanghai in August 1921 shortly after the founding of the CCP, as a major difficulty 
for the organising of industrial unions.^^ Before the year's end the secretariat had 
branches in Beijing, Jinan, Changsha, Wuhan and Guangzhou. The CCP activists 
were directed to make friends with workers and press the message of class-based 
industrial unionism. Implementing this plan proved difficult. Bao Huiseng, who was 
involved with the Beijing-Hankou railwaymen at the Jiang'an Works, recalled that 
28 nearly every work place had regional fraternities {bangkou). "Our fundamental 
1945), pp. 54, 60. Zhongguo dangshi shijian renwulu (Events and personalities in CCP history), 
(Shanghai: 1983), p. 470. 
"The education of workers everywhere was the practice adopted [to build a workers' movement]. 
Workers' night schools were first established at [the railway workshops of] Changxindian (the 
place to which Comrade Li Dazhao had despatched Deng Zhongxia [in 1919-20]), and from the 
start this [establishment of workers' night schools] was the most widespread method of 
[initiating] leadership of the workers movement." "Li Lisan tongzhi tan Anyuan gongyun" 
(Comrade Li Lisan talks on the Anyuan workers' movement), Dangshi yanjiu ziliao (Party 
History Research Materials), (Chengdu, 1982), Vol. 1, pp. 223-27. The workers' schools had 
their origin in the Work-and-Leaming Mutual Aid Corps {gongdu huzhu tuan) and the popular 
education {pingmin jiaoyu) activities which engaged Deng Zhongxia and others in 1918-20. 
^^ Zhonggong zhongyang guanyu gongren yundong wenjian xuanji (Selected Documents of the CCP 
Central Committee on the labor movement), (Beijing, 1985), Vol. 1, p. 4. (ZZGGYWX) 
" Zhongguo gonghui lishi wenxian (Historical documents of Chinese trade unions), (Beijing, 1959), 
Vol. l ,p.2. (ZGLW) 
^^  Regional fraternities or native-place associations among laborers were semi-informal organisations 
usually called bangkou or simply bang. These were fraternal self-help associations based on 
place of origin and dialect, for example, the Fujian bang, Jiangsu bang, Ningbo bang, etc. They 
were modelled on merchant guild halls (huiguan) set up to look after the affairs of itinerant 
merchants outside their home towns or province. Occasionally among workers a bang might 
become more like a native-place association {tongxianghui). They need to be distinguished from 
the banghui or secret society-type organisations. Chinese secret societies were elaborate 
associations with initiation rites, oaths and secret signs of which the archetype is the Tiandihui 
(Heaven and Earth Society) or Hongmen, known in English as the Triad. From the late 19th 
century, after Sun Yatsen's revolutionary group the Xingzhonghui made a pact with the Triads, 
they were called huidang (society-cliques). After 1911 secret societies were commonly known 
as banghui, which erroneously is sometimes used interchangeably with bangkou. See Cai 
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difficulty in approaching workers was that we would become close to [those in] one 
hang, only to find it more difficult with [workers in] another bang."^^ 
In October 1921 Bao Huiseng went to Wuhan to direct party and labor activities 
in central China. At Jiang'an he implemented the so-called the "bangkou tactic": 
"befriend the bang leaders and try to resolve the internecine disputes between bangs 
and propagate class education that 'under heaven all workers are one family'."^® The 
aim was to break the hold of the "feudalist bangkou" which inhibited worker unity on 
all Chinese railway lines, Bao said. "Unless this problem was appropriately resolved, 
the organisation of labor unions would have been almost impossible."^' Bao became 
friendly with the moulder Ling Qufan from Zhengzhou, the junction of the Beijing-
Hankou and the Longhai lines, who associated with railway workers, and through 
him Bao was introduced to a train driver and an oiler. With Ling's help Bao met the 
Jiang'an master moulder, Yang Defu, the head of the Hubei bang (and importantly a 
fellow provincial of Bao).^^ Yang in turn introduced Bao to Huang Guirong, leader 
of the Jiangnan (Jiangsu-Anwei) bang, and Lin Xiangqian who led the Fujian bang, 
the other two prominent bangs on the south section of the line.^^ 
One Sunday in December the three bang leaders were invited to a meeting in 
Wuchang at which Bao Huiseng and other CCP activists explained why the inter-
bang factionalism must end, the plans of the Labor Secretariat, and the need to build 
a Beijing-Hankou Railway union. In turn each bang leader spoke on the origin of 
their divisions. Finally, Yang Defu (who was the senior leader because of his age, 
skills, and political experience) said that they agreed to resolve their differences and 
organise a union, but with more than 3000 workers in the workshops they would 
need assistance with organising a club. Soon after a skilled weaver who worked at a 
factory in Wuchang and who was a reader of the Labor Weekly, the secretariat's 
newspaper, made contact with the Wuhan branch. He was Xiang Delong.^'* Xiang 
29 
Shaoqing, Zhongguo jindai huidangshi yanjiu (Research on the history of Chinese secret 
societies in the modem period), (Beijing, 1987). 
Bao Huiseng huiyi lu (Memoirs of Bao Huiseng), (Beijing, 1983), pp. 66-67. Bao Huiseng (1894-
1979) attended the first CCP congress as the proxy representative of Chen Duxiu, first secretary, 
who was then serving as Education Minister in the Guangzhou Government, the last of Sun 
Yatsen's warlord-backed regimes. Bao was the chief party and labor organiser for central China. 
Bao Huiseng huiyi lu, p. 67. 
ibid., p. 97. 
Yang Defii (1880-C.1960) did his apprenticeship at the Hanyang Arsenal and in 1903 was sent to 
Japan to study munitions where he joined Sun Yatsen's revolutionary organisation. He was 
subsequently involved in the 1911 revolution at Wuhan. He joined the railways in 1913. After 
the labor defeats of 1923 he became one of the leaders of anti-communist unions in Shanghai. 
Bao Huiseng huiyi lu, pp. 82-93. Lin Xiangqian (1892-1923) did his apprenticeship at the Fuzhou 
Mawei shipyards, which was established with French support, and moved to Hankou in 1912. 
' ' Xiang Delong is better known as Xiang Ying (1898-1941) who became one of the CCP's principal 
labor organisers during the 1920s. Later he served as Chen Yi's deputy commander of the CCP 
New Fourth Army and was killed in the Southern Anhui Incident, January 1941. 
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soon took on the organising role that would lead to the establishment of unions on 
the line and the 1923 February strike. 
Meanwhile, labor organisation and militancy came to the fore. Early 1922 saw 
two important events which influenced the growth of the organised labor movement 
in China. Firstly, the Hong Kong seaman's strike in January signalled the start of a 
strike wave that would last more than 12 months, which quickened considerably after 
the first National Labor Congress in May, a conference dominated by the agenda of 
the CCP's Labor Secretariat.^^ Secondly, the first of two wars between Zhili and 
Fengtian militarists took place. In this war the central China militarist Wu Peifia, a 
member of the Zhili faction, defeated the Manchurian militarist Zhang Zuolin, head 
of the Fengtian group. As a result of the war, the Communications Clique (another 
political faction of the period) lost control over the Ministry of Communications.^^ 
Wu Peifli, who had proclaimed himself the "protector of labor", decided to use 
the CCP's influence among railwaymen to help him rid the railways of the 
continuing authority of the Communications Clique. He agreed to the proposal of the 
north China leader of the CCP, Li Dazhao, which had been put to Wu Peifti's new 
head of railways, Gao Enhong, that "secret inspectors" (michayuan) be sent to the six 
major lines (Beijing-Hankou, Beijing-Fengtian, Beijing-Suiyuan, Longhai, 
Zhengding-Taiyuan and Tianjin-Pukou lines). This opportunity gave the young CCP 
activists free travel, $100 a month salary, and an authority that protected the party. 
"These six secret inspectors in reality became [CCP] special agents for the labor 
movement, becoming chiefly involved with the workers on every line helping them 
to organise clubs and pursue struggles."^^ One of those "secret inspectors" was Deng 
Zhongxia's Beijing University student friend. He Mengxiong, who was sent to the 
Beijing-Suiyuan Railway in summer 1922. 
The railwaymen of the Beijing-Suiyuan were a militant group in an isolated area 
38 
(the northwest route through the mountains and the Great Wall into Mongolia). 
Locomotives and traffic workers had organised separate associations before the 
arrival of He Mengxiong. In an extraordinary strike in early 1921, the locomotive 
branch workers brought the railway to a standstill over the failure of the station 
masters to observe safety regulations for the movement of trains. These regulations 
specifically required the station master to hand directly to the drivers the road token 
" Deng Zhongxia, Zhongguo zhigong yundong jianshi, yijiuyijiu—yijiuerliu (Concise history of the 
Chinese labor movement, 1919-1926), in Deng Zhongxia wenji (Collected works of Deng 
Zhongxia), (Beijing, 1983), p. 441. (DZXWJ) 
The Communications Clique of Liang Shiyi and Ye Hongchuo had retained control of the railways 
with support of the Fengtian faction after their former allies the Anfli faction had been defeated 
by the Zhili faction in 1920. The account is based on DZXWJ, pp. 443-44. Also recounted in 
Chesneaux, Chinese Labor, pp. 191-92. 
" Li Dazhao was accused of opportunism after Wu Peifti crushed the railway unions in 1923. ibid. 
Gan Xulan, "Jing-Sui lu zaoqi gongren yundong shishi zhaji" (Notes on the historical facts of the 
early workers movement on the Beijing-Suiyuan line), in Nei Menggu daxue xuebao (Journal of 
the University of Inner Mongolia), No. 1 (1984), p. 37-49. 
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{luqiari) which indicated that the line ahead was clear (this was a variation of the 
absolute block system used on single-track lines). "[If] the station master does not 
give the driver the road token, the train must not move off," the regulations stated.^^ 
This system was seemingly not observed, the station masters allegedly preferring 
to gamble, smoke opium and whore. Several serious collisions occurred. An accident 
in January 1921, which cost the lives of several drivers and firemen, sparked a 
protest. The locomotive workers asked the administration to enforce the regulations. 
Their repeated request ignored, they went on strike in May. The railway soon ordered 
that the station master must personally hand over the tokens or deputise someone else 
to be on duty to ensure the tokens were passed on properly. 
The strike led to the setting up of a study institute (jinggong yanjiusuo, literally, 
a skilled workers' institute, a name which echoes that adopted by the association 
among mechanics in Guangdong in the early 1900s) which united all the locomotive 
drivers and mechanics who were previously divided into separate regional bangs 
from Tangshan, Tianjin, Beijing, and Nankou areas.'^'' In June the mechanics flexed 
their muscles again, accused the head of administration of various crimes, and went 
on strike for a wage rise."" They joined with workers and staff from the traffic 
department to strike in December 1921 over wage arrears, and corruption and 
nepotism among senior staff. The head of the railway was forced from office."^^ 
When He Mengxiong arrived in mid-1922 he set about reorganising the Beijing-
Suiyuan railwaymen. Although he was successful in expelling staff members from 
the traffic workers' association {chewu gongren tongrenhui), and presumably 
ensuring it was a 'workers only' class organisation, he failed to unify the workers. 
The drivers and mechanics remained aloof from the traffic workers, retaining their 
study institute. In October the traffic workers went on strike. The demands raised 
were typical of the work-place demands of railwaymen in other disputes at this time 
— the only hint of politics was the demand for recognition of the association. The 
demands were:"^^ 
1. An across the board wage rise, effective from the day of demand; 
i. all workers to be put on monthly rates, and awarded a rise of $2; 
ii. a minimum 30 cents rise in the meal allowance of all trains crews; 
39 'ibid., p. 38. 
40 •• • J ibid. 
" Shenbao, Shanghai, 25 June 1922, in Yang Wenfli, Zhongguo tielu gongyunshi ziliao, p. 359. 
'' Beifang diqu gongren yundong ziliao xuanji, 1921-1923 (Selected materials on the north China area 
workers movement, 1921-1923), (Beijing, 1981), pp. 236-41. 
ibid., pp. 244-46; Liu Shuting, "1922 nian Jing-Sui lu chewu gongren de bagong douzhen" (The 
1922 strike struggles of the Beijing-Suiyuan line traffic workers), in Zhongguo gongyun shiliao 
(Historical materials of the Chinese labor movement), No. 1 (1960), pp 109-16. 
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iii. yearly wage increments up to the maximum of the administration's 
manual grades wage scale. Changes in the cost of living to be factored into 
the scale; 
2. One rest day every week. Workers on days off who were required to work 
on an official holiday were to be paid at double rates. 
3. Dependents of workers who died from illness to receive one year's pay; if 
the death was due to an accident, two years' pay; no deduction from wages 
while on leave with an illness which arises from employment irrespective of 
the length of absence. 
4. Those on duty during the Zhili-Fengtian War to be paid an additional two 
months' wages. 
5. The authority of the traffic workers' association to be recognised as the 
properly empowered representative of the traffic workers. 
6. If the administration wants to discharge a worker it must first give the 
association ample opportunity to speak in defence of the worker. 
7. All workers and staff to be issued with similar uniforms. 
Wages figured strongly in the strike demands of most railway workers. The late 
1910s and early 1920s had been a period of inflation. In addition, the railwaymen 
also sought to make their income more secure by converting the wage system to a 
monthly scale. They sought better conditions of a weekly rest day instead of one day 
in a dalibai (fortnight), a more generous illness and accident compensation scheme, 
payment of war wages, and controls over arbitrary dismissal which took the form of 
demanding that the workers' representative body have a role in hire and dismissal. 
Recognition of the workers' club or representative association was common in all 
log-of-claim put forward at this time. The claims were usually drafted by the CCP 
activists who served as secretaries to the railway unions. 
Although several other railway strikes occurred in the closing months of 1922, 
the Beijing-Suiyuan was the last major strike associated with the CCP organisation 
of railwaymen which was an unequivocal success. The previous months had been 
hectic, the more important strikes are shown in Table 7.1. Some strikes won victory 
quickly and painlessly; others, such as the Guangzhou-Hankou (north) strike in 
September, sparked by a supervisor beating a worker who had failed to keep guard 
44 
over his opium shipment, saw troops kill a dozen men before the strike was won. 
Workers clubs and schools, the precursor of unions, were established during 
1922 on most railways, at all large workshops and major stations or junctions towns, 
the notable exception being the Shanghai-Nanjing where little success was had until 
1925. On the Beijing-Hankou line, the strategic north-south trunk, 16 clubs were set 
Mi Rucheng, Diguozhuyi yu Zhongguo tielu, pp. 571-74, 571 n.l (for the opium link usually 
neglected); Chesneaux, Chinese Labor, pp. 190-91. 
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up in the first half of 1922, the largest at the workshops at Changxindian, Zhengzhou 
and Jiang'an. In April, inspired by the success of the Hong Kong seaman's strike, the 
first steps were taken toward forming a Beijing-Hankou Railway General Union 
(Jing-Han tielu zong gonghui). A preparatory committee was set up in August which 
at its third meeting on 5 January 1923 agreed to fix 1 February for an inaugural mass 
meeting at Zhengzhou with delegates from all railways and other labor groups. 
Table 7.1 Major railway strikes from August 1922 to February 1923 
1-8 August 
24-26 August 
Beiping-Hankou, 
Jiang'an Works 
Beiping-Hankou, 
Changxindian Works 
1,000 plus. Strike over harsh treatment, dismissal 
of activists, workers' club recognition. Victory. 
3,000. Pay increase, recognition of the workers' 
club, demand dismissal of a foreman. Seen as the 
start of the north China strike wave. Response to 
the success at Jiang'an workshops. Sympathy 
strike at Zhengzhou. Victory — $3 a month rise. 
3,000. Over dismissal and treatment of workers, 
wages, plus opium issues. Strong support from 
south section workers of the Beijing-Hankou. 
17,000 railwaymen and miners. Wage arrears, 
recognition of workers' club. Led by CCP activists 
Li Lisan and Liu Shaoqi. Victory. 
1,500 at bridge fabrication shop. Wages, dismissal 
of worker activist, recognition of workers' club. Led 
by Wang Jinmei from the Labor Secretariat. 
3,000 plus. Wages, conditions, recognition of 
workers' club. Support from Kailuan miners and 
Qixin Cement. Led by Deng Pei, CCP activist. 
1,000 plus. Wage arrears and rise, conditions, rest 
days. Led by CCP activist He Mengxiong. 
Demand higher wages, better conditions. 
2,000 plus at Xujiapeng workshops. Wages. 
Joint strike of the workshops and Pukou railway 
pier hands for better wages and conditions. 
General strike. Widespread sympathy strikes on 
the Beijing-Fengtian, Beijing-Suiyuan, Tianjin-
Pukou Zhengtai and Guangzhou-Hankou lines. 
Sources: Zhongguo tielu gongren yundong lishi dashiji (Chronology of the history of the Chinese 
railway workers movement), (Beijing, 1987). Mi Rucheng, Diguozhuyiyu Zhongguo tielu. Chapter 10; 
Jin Shixuan and Xu Wenshu, Zhongguo tielu fazhan shi, Chapter 35. 
8-25 Sept 
14-18 Sept 
4-13 October 
13-21 October 
27-29 October 
15-27 Dec 
6 January 
9 January 
4-9 February 
Guangzhou-Hankou 
(north section) 
Zhuzhou-Pingxiang 
Railway and Anyuan 
coal mine 
Beijing-Fengtian, 
Shanhaiguan Works 
Beijing-Fengtian, 
Tangshan Works 
Beijing-Suiyuan, traffic 
section workers 
Zhengding-Taiyuan 
(Zhengtai) Railway 
Guangzhou-Hankou 
(north section) 
Tianjin-Pukou, 
Puzhen Works 
Beijing-Hankou — the 
"February 7th strike" 
However, the times had changed. For marshal Wu Peifti, the communist-led 
workers' organisations in central and north China increasingly posed a threat to his 
military and political control. The gloves came off. Wu Peifli refused permission for 
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the mass meeting to establish the Beijing-Hankou union. On its eve, he placed 
Zhengzhou under martial law. Despite troops and police surrounding the guesthouses 
of the delegates, the workers broke through the cordon and convened the mass 
meeting at which the union was declared founded. That evening the executive 
committee held an emergency meeting at which they decided to stage a general strike 
beginning on 4 February. The strike was bloodily crushed on 7 February by troops of 
the Wu's military governor of Hubei, Xiao Yaonan. More than 50 railways workers 
died during the crackdown and many hundreds were dismissed from their jobs. 
Among those executed was the former Fujian bang leader, Lin Xiangqian, who had 
become the chairman of the Jiang'an union committee and a CCP member.'*^ 
The "February 7th Massacre" marked the onset of widespread suppression of the 
labor movement in China. North China railwaymen rarely again organised openly. 
The defeat demoralised the communist party. One outcome was to push the CCP into 
a closer alliance with the GMD than had been originally desired — many activists 
submerged themselves in the united front mass movement organisations established 
after the reorganisation of the Guomindang in January 1924. In south-central China 
the Anyuan Workers Club which united miners and railway workers escaped 
repression until 1925 when the balance of local political forces and the demands of 
Japanese capital involved with associated companies changed to demand an end to 
workers' control in the isolated Jiangxi-Hunan border area."^ ^ 
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The most comprehensive document collection on "February 7th" is Er qi da bagong ziliao 
xuanbian (Selected materials on the February 7th big strike), (Beijing, 1983), Beifang diqu 
gongren, pp. 276-583. Major secondary accounts are DZXWJ, pp. 493-513; Ma Chaojun, 
Zhongguo laogong yundong shi, pp. 239-54; Mi Rucheng, Diguozhuyi yu Zhongguo tielu, pp. 
575-6; Jin Shixuan and Xu Wenshu, Zhongguo tielu fazhan shi, pp. 391-95; Chesneaux, Chinese 
Labor, ipip. 206-10. 
The 1922 Anyuan strike and subsequent "Red Anyuan" workers' organisation is an icon of the 
CCP's history. The initial contact with railwaymen and miners is attributed to Mao Zedong, as is 
the successful strategy implemented by Li Lisan and Liu Shaoqi. Mao, though, went to Anyuan 
on the introduction of Hunan anarchists Huang Ai and Fang Renquan, graduates of a Hunan 
technical middle school, who knew several of the mechanics and drivers on the Zhuzhou-
Pingxiang line. Although most accounts focus on the coal miners of Anyuan, and the story is 
largely one about the miners, the railwaymen formed the leadership backbone of the workers' 
club. The very first contacts were with the skilled railwaymen and they also were the first to join 
the Chinese Communist Party in the month prior and immediately after the strike, such as Zhu 
Shaolian (1887-1929), the chief supervisory locomotive driver on the line. Zhu Shaolian was a 
graduate of the Hubei Railway School {Hubei tielu xuexiao). Li Lisan developed at Anyuan the 
banghui tactics of making friends with gang leaders about which Bao Huiseng wrote. This tactic 
was to mark his style and that of the party in its handling of the Green Gang in Shanghai later in 
the 1920s. It included the giving of presents and the swearing of blood allegiance to the gang 
bosses. "Li Lisan tongzhi tan Anyuan gongyun" (Comrade Li Lisan chats about the Anyuan 
workers' movement), June 1962, in Dangshi yanjiu ziliao (Party history research materials), 
(Chengdu, 1982), Vol. 1, pp. 223-27. Materials on Anyuan are plentiful. See Hongse de Anyuan 
(Red An>^an), (Nanchang, 1959), Anyuan gongren yundong (Anyuan workers movement), 
(Shanghai 1978), and Anyuan lukuang gongren yundong (The Anyuan railway and mine 
workers movement), (Beijing, 1990). For an account of the strike, see Lynda Shaffer, Mao and 
the Workers: The Hunan Labor Movement, 1920-1923 (Armonk, NY, 1982), pp. 71-108. 
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Warlords and the constraints of geo-politics. In north and central China, 1923 saw 
the organisations of railway workers ruthlessly rooted out. There was a minor 
resurgence of open organisation during Feng Yuxiang's control of Beijing (October 
1924 to May 1925), and an attempt to organise a General National Railway Union 
{quanguo tielu zonggonghui), but the period demonstrates clearly the need for 
political space within which to manoeuvre were there to be effective union 
organisations. The working class during 1920-23 was gradually recognised as a new 
factor in the political game: for the conservative forces, the workers were to be 
controlled, coopted or crushed; for radicals (CCP and GMD), the workers were a new 
flank of troopers to be throwai into battle for the nationalist cause. In south China 
under Sun Yatsen's reorganised GMD revolutionary govenmient, labor unions were 
allowed. Railway unions came into existence on the China section of Guangzhou-
Jiulong Railway (but not the British section, the Kowloon-Canton Railway), the 
Guangzhou-Sanshui branch of the Guangzhou-Hankou (south) line, and the private-
run Xinning line. Most activities were connected with the Hong Kong-Guangdong 
Strike of 1925-26 and are tangential to the story of railway unionism.''^ 
A neglected story of the period is the surge in militancy on the Qingdao-Jinan 
Railway after the Japanese, who had run the line after taking over German interests 
in Shandong in 1914, returned it to Chinese control in January 1923. In February the 
Sifang Works railwaymen were organised into The Saints Birthday Society 
{shengdanhui). Founded by the fitter Guo Hengxiang, the society united the 
tradesmen in the works around the old craft guild custom of celebrating the birthday 
of the patron saint or ancestral founder of a trade. This was the only new railway 
society formed after the February 7th Strike. The others survived only as secret cells. 
The CCP despatched Wang Hebo to liaise with Guo Hengxiang. Another CCP 
activist, Deng Enming, had been sent to Qingdao in late 1922. Soon after Wang's 
arrival, the society issued the "Charter of the Sifang Works workers club". The 
charter proclaimed the society's purpose was to protect and assist workers. An 
opportunity to demonstrate its mission came in Autumn 1923. A railway worker had 
died and the society obtained a flat tray truck for the return to the home county of the 
coffin. The next January the society campaigned successftilly to speed up payment of 
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the year-end bonus due before the Chinese new year. 
During 1924 the society strengthened its organisation among the tradesmen in 
the workshops. Guo Hengxiang also became a member of the CCP. He began to form 
party branches among the locomotive section workers at major stations. By May the 
The main published collection is the Sheng-Gang da bagong ziliao (Materials on the Guangdong-
Hong Kong big strike), (Guangzhou, 1980). The GMD historical commission (dangshihui) holds 
a lot but I was only able to briefly sample this material when I was in Taibei in 1992. 
'' Jiao-Ji tielu Shi (A history of the Qingdao-Jinan Railway), (Jinan, 1961), pp. 65-68; Tian Keshen, 
comp., Guanghui de bainian licheng (A glorious 100 years), (Jinan, 1984), p. 177-78; Deng 
Zhongxia, p. 520; Jin Shixuan and Xu Wenshu, Zhongguo tielu fazhan shi, p. 396. Accordmg to 
legend, the ancestral founder of blacksmiths was Lao Jun, of carpenters Lu Ban, and of pamters 
Ge Jianweng. 
229 
Chapter 7 
society had started to run into conflict with the railway and provincial military 
authorities, which came to a head in a dispute over the dismissal of four workers. 
About 1,200 Sifang workers went on strike. On the eighth day the police — at that 
time under Wu Peifu's control — banned the shengdanhui and discharged Guo 
Hengxiang."^^ Although a setback for open unionism, organisation continued 
'underground', and this set the scene for the strike of February 1925, the "south-north 
struggle" {nan-bei zhi zheng). 
This 'regionalist affair' began in December 1924 when the old Communications 
Clique regained control of the Ministry of Communications after Wu Peifu's defeat 
in second Zhili-Fengtian War in October. The defeat allowed a more open style of 
labor organising. On the pretext of a bridge collapse in early 1925, the clique 
dismissed the native Shandong head of the administration, Zhao Desan, and replaced 
him with their own man, Kan Duo, and a deputy, Zhu Tingqi. They removed other 
native Shandong staff officers too. In turn, the Shandong merchants (organised in 
what the North China Herald called the Civic Club) protested, and appealed to the 
Fengtian-allied warlord Zhang Zongchang to protect the "northern interests". The 
CCP-influenced worker activists took advantage of the confusion and demanded that 
in exchange for the railwaymen's support to expel Kan and Zhu, all workers were to 
be rewarded with a wage rise. Negotiations broke down and the workers went on 
strike at midnight, 8 February. 
The Sifang workers raised five demands: reinstate Guo Hengxiang and others; 
recognise the union; an across-the-board pay rise of $6 a month; issue the year-end 
bonus, equal welfare benefits and conditions for staff and manual grades alike, 
including housing and free coal. Confusion proliferated. Shandong officers in each 
section separately concluded agreements with workers which conceded various of the 
strikers' demands, but no two sections the same demands. Meanwhile, the Japanese 
manager of traffic (who was retained as part of the Japanese loan associated with 
rendition of the line) ordered Japanese drivers to man the trains. For the moment, the 
internecine dispute between the south and north factions among management stayed 
united action against the workers. On the third day of the strike, the Ministry of 
Communications transferred Zhao Desan to the Longhai line, recalled Kan Duo and 
Zhu Tingqi to the ministry, appointed Li Zhongyue the new Qingdao-Jinan head, and 
agreed to the five demands. Traffic resumed on the line. 
The Sifang Works manager, however, refused to concede the demands in a 
personal plan to squash the militants at the works. This backfired. The workers 
maintained the strike. A week later the works administration finally conceded to the 
demands. In March, the Sifang Works Railway Union was formally established.^® 
This strike was instrumental in radicalising workers in the Qingdao area. Strikes 
Jiao-Ji tielu shi, pp. 69-70. 
ibid., 72-78; Tian Keshen, Guanghui de bainian licheng, pp. 181-86; Chesneaux, Chinese Labor, 
pp. 256, p. 504 nl59; North China //eraW reports, 24 Jan. 1925, p. 132; 31 Jan., p. 177; 7 Feb., 
p. 214; 14 Feb., p. 258. 
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broke out in Japanese-run textile mills during April, fuelling a growing anti-Japanese 
sentiment and militancy among workers, which finally culminated in the May 
Thirtieth Movement.^' Open organisation and militancy came to an end in mid-1925 
when the Fengtian militarist Zhang Zongchang suppressed the labor movement, 
executing CCP, railway and other labor activists. 
In other parts of China where the mailed fist of militarists might have been 
temporarily checked, railway workers were able to reorganise. In the latter half of 
1925 several demonstrations or disputes were held by the revived railway workers' 
organisations. In June the workers at the Puzhen Works staged a boycott of Japanese 
goods as part of the May Thirtieth campaign. ^ ^ The Zhengding-Taiyuan Railway 
workers went out for two days over the arrest of two union activists.^^ In December, 
wage arrears led to strikes on the Beijing-Suiyuan line, the first at Datong where the 
locomotive branch manager had tried to pay wages using non-convertible Shanxi 
paper (military bonds were also issued as substitute wages on several other lines at 
this time), and the others at the Nankou and Zhangjiakou workshops whose 
tradesmen had not been paid for seven months.^ "^ Meanwhile, the Anyuan club was 
crushed in September 1925. All the north China railway unions which had been 
revived during the spring and summer of 1925 were snuffed out.^^ During 1926 the 
only reported railway agitation was in South China and in Manchuria.^^ 
On the Shanghai-Nanjing Railway the mid-1920s saw the CCP begin to make 
progress organising among its workers. The traditional workers organisations that 
existed had not been amenable to the overtures of communist activists between 1920 
and 1923. During the May Thirtieth Movement, the Wusong fitter Sun Jinchuan 
made contact with the party. He joined the party in August." In September Sun 
Jinchuan is credited with holding a meeting of more than 700 Wusong workers at 
5 8 
which they formed a Common Advancement Society (xiejinhui). He is said to have 
subsequently led the strike which won them an 80 cents a month rise for unskilled 
workers and a $1 rise for tradesmen.^' This society may not have been new. It was 
probably a reorganisation of the late Qing and early Republican period association of 
the same name noted above that had persisted since the early 1910s. It seems 
improbable that the previous association had simply vanished, or that had it survived 
in some way it would not have participated in organising industrial action reported 
during the 1910s and early 1920s. Certainly, there was an association active enough 
Richard W. Rigby, The May 30 Movement: Events and Themes, (Canberra, 1980). 
Zhongguo tielu gongren. 
ibid, 
ibid, 
ibid. 
ibid. 
" Baofengyuzhong de huochetou, p. 15. 
' ' ibid., p. 16. 
59 • ibid.. North China Herald, 5 Sept. 1925, p. 300. 
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to write a letter in English to the North China Herald in 1919.^° The earlier 
association is ignored in the official history of the Wusong workers movement, 
though it notes that Wusong workers sent representatives to the February 7th meeting 
which indicates the semblance of some form of organisation.^' This society was 
reputedly the base for the CCP's organisation of railwaymen to participate in the 
Shanghai uprisings of 1927. Sun Jinchuan was the chairman of the short-lived 
Shanghai-Nanjing and Shanghai-Hangzhou General Railway Union founded at this 
time. He was executed by the GMD government in 1928 at Nanjing where he was 
then the local area communist party secretary.*^^ 
Conflict, coercion and corporatism, 1928-37 
The split between the Chinese Communist Party and the Guomindang during the first 
half of 1927, and the large-scale destruction of CCP- and Left GMD-influenced 
unions, ushered in a new stage in industrial relations in China. Railway workers were 
a particular target of the Nanjing Government. As we have seen, they were a former 
stronghold of the CCP. They were also one of five strategic industries identified by 
the government in which union organisation would be restricted (along with 
shipping, mining, telegraph and posts). Repressive measures were implemented, but 
more subtle measures were used too, including improvement in wages and working 
conditions, new railway service regulations, and the adoption of industrial legislation 
which purported to safeguard and protect the interests of all workers. The history of 
these developments is largely unexplored territory. Little attention has been paid to 
the relationship between the GMD and trade unions, let alone the experience of 
workers during the decade of Nanjing rule that began in 1928." This section wdll 
examine briefly the industrial relations regime, the GMD measures to control and 
coopt railway workers, and the features of a few of the industrial disputes which 
occurred on the railways. 
The picture that emerges of labor under the Guomindang is not the simplistic 
image of "white terror" that is the standard fare of histories written in China since 
1949. The GMD's suppression of the communists was fierce and bloody. It was in 
large measure an attack upon the labor movement in general which the CCP had 
Letter to the editor, North China Herald, 15 Nov. 1919, p. 438, on railway employees' salaries was 
signed, the "Shanghai-Nanking and Shanghai-Hangchow-Ningpo Rlwy, Chinese S ta f f . 
See first section of this chapter. Baofengyuzhong de huochetou, pp. 14, 16. 
" ibid, pp. 18-29. A statute of Sun Jinchuan is located today in the park within the workers' 
residential area of the Qinshuyan Locomotive and Rolling Stock Plant near Changzhou, Jiangsu. 
" Important exceptions which look at labor during the Nanjing decade are Edward Roy Hammond, 
III "Organized Labor in Shanghai, 1927-1937", Phd diss., University of California, Berkeley, 
1978- Brian Martin, "The Green Gang in Shanghai, 1920-1937: The Rise of Du Yuesheng", Phd 
diss., Australian National University, 1991; Elizabeth J. Perry, Shanghai on Strike (Stanford, 
1993); Alain Roux. Le Shanghai ouvrier des annees trente (Paris, 1993). 
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mobilised as it was a rooting out of party activists. Yet, as Edward Hammond noted, 
the GMD "could purge the communists, but not its own past" — it had to remain 
faithful to Sun Yatsen's vision of protecting labor if it was to preserve political 
legitimacy. "[T]he Guomindang neither wanted to nor would revert to the former 
militarist policy of the complete suppression of labor. But how much it had 'to assist 
and protect labor unions' was another matter."^"^ Protection of labor became part of 
an economic policy of industrial development, the aim of which was to dispel the 
poverty that the GMD believed was the root of class division and workers' militancy. 
This thinking led to the proposal for a 'new legality', a contract with the working 
class, one which involved incorporation and cooption, and which would recognise 
and protect trade unions whose leaders took responsibility for the welfare of workers 
under them and raised their economic efficiency.^^ 
This vision was articulated in the new labor legislation of the period.^^ The labor 
laws of the Nanjing state sought to incorporate the working class into the Chinese 
polity as part of GMD's social and political constituency. They represented a new 
perception of the Chinese working class, giving workers a new legal identity, and 
constructing them as citizens. The more important of them are the Labor Union Law, 
the Factory Law, the Law on the Settlement of Labor Disputes, the Regulations for 
the Enforcement of Workers' Education, and the legislation restricting union activity 
in strategic industries that affected seamen, telegraph, postal, and railway workers.^^ 
Apart from labor unions looking after work matters, the new laws required unions to 
educate workers in ways which would enhance the contribution of workers to 
industry and to society. The education regulations stressed basic literacy, vocational 
68 
training and "citizenship morals" or civics. Labor legislation sought, on one hand, 
to rid industry of both the continuing communist influences among workers and the 
work place circumstances which gave rise to industrial militancy, and on the other, to 
^ Hammond, "Organized Labor in Shanghai", pp. 39-40. 
" ibid, pp. 40-44. 
^ Labor legislation I define as the rules, regulations and laws which pertain to two aspects of 
industrial life: 1, labor itself — legislation to regulate what workers do in the interest of 
employers and the state; 2, the work place — legislation to regulate capital's excesses in the use 
of workers in the interest of the state's notion of proper order. Such labor law specifies limits 
and responsibilities, a reciprocity of duty and obligation imposed upon workers, employers and 
the state. It is an unequal reciprocity, the abstract legal constructs shaped by the class structure 
of a society. 
" Koo Pingyuen, China's Labor Laws 1929-1935: Chinese text with English translation (Shanghai, 
1935). A summary of the laws is shown in the appendix. The fu-st draft of the special regulations 
for strategic workers was a supplement to the 1928 provisional regulations for labor unions 
produced by the mass movements committee (minzhong xunlian weiyuanhui). Both sets of 
regulations reproduced in Ma Chaojun, Zhongguo laogongyundong shi, pp. 815-21. 
^^  The citizenship training {gongmin xunlian) provisions of the workers education regulations 
stipulated instruction in the state ideology of the Three Principles of People's Livelihood 
(sanminzhuyi), talks on local autonomy {difang zizhi qianshuo), the present state of China 
(benguo dashi), and the duties of citizenship {gongmin daode). "Regulations governing the 
enforcement of workers' education" {laogongjiaoyu shishi banfa dagang), Koo, China's Labor 
Laws, pp. 138-44. 
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re-fashion the Chinese worker as a new type of citizen who was able to contribute to 
the building of a strong nation. It implied a contract between labor and capital; a 
contract which was an important stone in the foundation of the Nanjing corporatist 
state.^^ 
Immediately following the GMD-CCP split the actions of the Guomindang were 
anything but progressive corporatism. Several special union committees were set up 
— known variously as the labor union unification, rectification and reorganisation 
committees — to root out communist activists or their sympathisers. In June 1928 
the Guomindang set up special GMD branches on the railways. These special party 
branches established in work places and labor unions were the civilian equivalent to 
the "political commissar" structure that was adapted from the Soviet Red Army 
model by both the CCP and GMD military. They operated in parallel with the 
reorganised unions allowed by the Guomindang, creating a dual union and party 
structure in strategic unions. On the railways any dispute was inevitably a three-way 
dispute involving the railway administration, the special party branch (the local and 
sometimes the central organisation) and the union. At the end of 1928 there were six 
special union reorganisation committees on six railways — the Tianjin-Pukou, 
Nanjing-Shanghai and Shanghai-Hangzhou, Longhai, Beiping-Hankou, Beiping-
Suiyuan and Beiping-Liaoning lines — whose legal status was defined by the 
"Regulations governing special unions" {tezhong gonghui zuzhi tiaoli)J^ 
Despite the crackdown on former unionists, the establishment of the special 
party branches and supposedly tame unions ('yellow' in the eyes of communist 
activists) formed by the reorganisation committees, industrial militancy was not 
completely quelled. Agitation, even strikes, took place over wages and sackings. 
Some were led by local Guomindang activists who at times acted against the GMD 
central committee and in alliance with former (or undercover) CCP activists. In late 
1927 several hundred Tianjin-Pukou workers called on the GMD to reinstate sacked 
workers and secure payment of wage arrears. Wage arrears and the demand for a 
better meal allowance saw 200 railwaymen at Goubangzi surround the train of the 
deputy chief of the locomotive department of the Beiping-Liaoning Railway in 
January 1928, blocking its movement for several hours, to press their demands. In 
69 The corporatist state is distinguished by vertical, state-sponsored interest groups in a contractual 
bond which substitutes for party-articulation of interest. Permitted interest groups obtain a 
monopoly right over the representation of the interest group, and in exchange the state monitors 
the interest group to discourage sectional conflictual demands and enforce compliance and 
cooperation. This contract between labor and capital is particularly evident in the language of 
the committee for the drafting of labor statutes chaired by Ma Chaojun in 1928-29. The rights 
and responsibilities of workers and employers in labor contracts, for example, states that 
harmony must be preserved between labor and capital. In disputes, the solution must "embody 
the protection of the security of the livelihood of workers and the preservation of the profits of 
employers." Ma Chaojun 30 years later, as the chief editor of the GMD history of Chinese labor, 
wrote that the committee's work was "opening a new age in Chinese labor legislation". Ma 
Chaojun, Zhongguo laogongyundong shi, pp. 863, 864. 
™ ibid., pp. 814, 819-21. 
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mid-1928 the Sifang workers began a campaign against being paid in non-convertible 
Shandong military bonds and those at Wusong went on strike over sackings. Wage 
arrears continued to be an issue through 1928 and 1929 on the Beiping-Hankou, 
Beiping-Suiyuan, Tianjin-Pukou and Beiping-Liaoning lines7' 
The Ministry of Railways formed a committee to remedy the problems of wage 
arrears stemming from the civil war. It also, however, issued new service regulations 
in March 1930 which, while providing the framework for better wages, hours and 
other conditions, systematised and toughened disciplinary sanctions. In particular, the 
'offences' of labor agitation, strikes, go-slows or the rallying of workers to cajole the 
railway to agree to their demands, were punishable not only by dismissal, but by 
prosecution before a military tribunal.^^ The next month the ministries of Railways 
and of Industries in a joint announcement proclaimed that railway workers "differed 
from ordinary workers" in that "service alone was their mission in life."^^ 
The four years following the split between the CCP and GMD were chaotic for 
the communists. Not only were activists and organisations on the railways rooted out, 
the party was racked by internal division. Pronouncements on labor organisation was 
denounced as left sectarian, driving a wedge between CCP activists and the workers 
they were trying to organise. All moderate unions were branded 'reactionary yellow 
unions', and the major issue of the labor movement was to be the war between 'true 
unions' and 'false unions' infected with 'fascist reformism'. This thinking the party 
later called the Qu Qiubai 'left putchism' and Li Lisan 'left adventurism' lines.^ "^ 
These policies isolated the party from the Chinese working class, dismissed struggles 
around wages and conditions as 'economist', and proclaimed an approaching 
'revolutionary upsurge' which called for political strikes. The centre's policies 
frustrated CCP leaders such as Deng Zhongxia, Luo Zhanglong and middle-level 
cadres involved in the labor movement. However, they pursued union activities in the 
space that inter-factional disputes in the GMD sometimes allowed. Like the CCP, the 
GMD was also riven by schism.^^ Various pragmatic tri-partite alliances were formed 
Zhongguo tielu gongren. 
^^  Ministry of Railways, Tiedao fagui huibian (Compilation of railway laws and regulations), 
(Nanjing, 1933), renshi (personnel), pp. 93-100, "Railway employees service ordinance" (tielu 
yuan-gong fiiwu tiaoli), March 1930, clause 30. The discipline regime is discussed in chapter 4. 
" cited in Mi Rucheng, Diguozhuyiyu Zhongguo tielu, p. 555. 
ZZGGYWX, pp. 196-98, for the labor movement resolution at the August 8 (1927) Emergency 
Conference of the CCP. James P. Harrison, The Long March to Power: A History of the Chinese 
Communist Party, 1921-72 (New York, 1974), chapters 7 and 8 for discussion of the failure of 
the urban revolution and the divisions with in the party over the attitude to labor organisations. 
" Between 1927-31 both parties were deeply divided. The CCP had at least five factions (though the 
fifth, the Trotskyists, were divided again into at least three factions) of which the main 
opposition to the left central committee line was the 'real work' faction led by Deng and Luo. 
The GMD was split into about a half dozen factions. For labor the split between the central 
Nanjing government faction and independent area factions within some city bureaux and unions 
gave scope for organisation and action independent of the centre. See Brian Martin, "The Green 
Gang in Shanghai, 1920-1937". 
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between CCP activists, factions of the GMD, and local interests — including the 
Green Gang in the Shanghai area — for control over labor, in an ever shifting flux.^^ 
The CCP sectarianism is clear in the December 1929 instruction to the activists 
in the rump of the National Railway General Union that the crucial task of the 
railway labor movement was three-fold: the setting up of 'red' unions and the open 
leadership of workers' struggles; open opposition to 'yellow' unions; and to initiating 
struggles to bring on a general strike/^ A major strike took place the following 
month at Tangshan over wage arrears. This is considered "the most important" north 
78 
China railway dispute since the 1927 CCP-GMD split. However, the party activists 
directed much of the attention against the 'yellow' union leadership of dispute, 
including armed attacks on union officials, which produced a tit-for-tat GMD 
response. The police were called in to support the legal union and several communist 
militants were arrested. The workers ignored CCP appeal to escalate the struggle. As 
a result, the CCP lost much of any remaining working class base in the Tangshan 
area and among north China railwaymen. 
Consolidation of the Nanjing state and the shift to the corporate state. Japan 
attacked the industrial heartland of China in January 1932, laying waste large parts of 
Shanghai which were under Chinese administration, such as the Zhabei area. The 
Wusong Works was occupied by Japanese troops until they decamped in May. In 
September the previous year Japan had taken over northeast China, proclaiming it the 
nominally independent state of Manchukuo in March 1932. Aside from the huge 
human and material losses of war, Nanjing had lost control of all railways and mines 
north of the Great Wall. The devastation of Chinese industry in the lower Yangze 
also undermined Nanjing's tax base. These events were to push Jiang Jieshi more to 
the right during 1932-34. He was now unconstrained by internal GMD rivals having 
eliminated them in purges and military campaigns by 1931. 
For railway workers scrutiny became tighter, reducing scope for independent 
organisation. The railway police force was enlarged, 2000 men added between 1931 
In Shanghai the shifting alliances are evident in the disputes involving the BAT unions, the French 
Tramways in 1928 and 1930, and the coal carriers dispute of 1929. Brain Martin, "Tu Yueh-
sheng and labour control in Shanghai: The case of the French tramways union, 1928-32", 
Papers in Far Eastern History, No. 32 (Sept. 1985), pp. 99-137; idem., '"The pact with the 
devil': The relationship between the Green Gang and the French Concession authorities, 1925-
35", Papers in Far Eastern History, No. 39 (March 1989), pp. 93-125; idem., "The Green Gang 
and' the Guomindang polity in Shanghai 1927-1937", unpublished paper, Asian Studies 
Association of Australia Biennial Conference, Griffith University, July 1990; Ye Jinming, 
'"Kuangfeng jibo lang, meishang duan chuiyan': 1929 Shanghai meiye gongren da bagong 
jishi" ('Gale and violent waves, coal merchants snuffed out chimneys': True account of the 1929 
coal industry strike], in Shanghai gongyun shiliao [Historical materials of the Shanghai labor 
movement), (February 1988), No. 38, pp. 43-49. 
ZGLW, Vol. 2, pp. 324-31. 
^^  Jin Shixuan and Xu Wenshu, Zhongguo tielufazhan shi, p. 403. 
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and 1934, to bring the number to 18,700 police. Many were soldiers reporting 
directly to the central military commission, the instrument through which Jiang ran 
the Nanjing Government/^ Although railway unions had previously been 
reorganised, their status and rights were a little irregular. Article 3 of the 1929 Labor 
Union Law restricted the rights of workers in state enterprises and services, including 
railway workers. It stated that these workers "may form labor unions", though the 
staff-level employees in state enterprises and all levels of employees in military 
services and industries were not allowed to join or form unions. Other articles in the 
80 law prohibited the right to conclude collective agreements and to strike. 
The 1930 service regulations also barmed strikes among railwaymen and 
collective action to compel management to conclude work-place agreements. In the 
very month that the service regulations came into effect Nanjing abolished the 
special unions regulations of 1928, making the GMD railway unions illegal. This, 
though, made little difference to the railwaymen or union activists from the GMD 
and the CCP. The railway unions seemingly continued without official interference, 
and at a joint conference of seven unions from state-run railways held in Tianjin in 
May 1932, a resolution was carried which called for a special union law {tezhong 
gonghuifa). In October 1932 Nanjing did something to regularise railway unions. 
The "Regulations Governing the Organisation of Railway Unions" (tielu gonghui 
zuzhi guize) was promulgated which restored the legal position of the GMD railway 
unions.^' 
What affect this resurrected legal status had is unclear. The railway unions 
82 
appeared to have been unimpressed or ignored it. The next two years saw a number 
of railway strikes. Most industrial agitation had disappeared by early 1935 as the 
Nanjing regime became increasingly a single party dictatorship. In 1932 workers on 
the Beiping-Liaoning were repeatedly involved in disputes over the pay, conditions 
and job assignment of workers from Japanese-occupied areas who had moved south 
of Shanhaiguan, in compliance with railway orders, after the Japanese military 
actions that began on 18 September of the previous year. This included a strike in 
May and a protest march on the Tianjin administration in September. Tianjin-Pukou 
railwaymen were agitated over wage arrears. In October 1932 more than 1000 
workers surrounded a management investigation committee and demanded details on 
when they would receive their backpay. Still unhappy with the tardy payments of 
past arrears, about 3000 workers at the Puzhen Works went on strike in June 1933. 
Workers at the Nanjing-Shanghai Railway Wusong Works in November 1932 
staged a go-slow to protest the administration's failure to pay the war compensation 
approved by the Ministry of Railways for losses during the Shanghai war earlier in 
See discussion in chapter 2 of railway police administration and numbers. 
Koo, China's Labor Laws, "Labor Union Law", pp. 53-69, clauses 3, 16, 23. 
ibid., pp. 84-86; Ma Chaojun, Zhongguo laogongyundong shi, pp. 1137-40, 1147-48. 
' ' ibid, p. 1140. 
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the year. The Wusong workers were militant during these years: in June 1933 they 
asked for payment of interest from their compulsory savings fund to supplement their 
wages; two months later they began a campaign to abolish the internal contract 
system; and in January 1934 they petitioned the GMD Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou 
combined lines union to campaign for a double year-end bonus, across-the-board 
promotions and free train travel. 
Many of these events were played out in the context of an inter-factional 
struggle within the Guomindang and the Ministry of Railways, the "Mo Heng affair" 
of 1933-34, in which the Wusong workers were the supporting cast.^ "* The affair of 
Byzantine complexity began in 1932 when Huang Bojiao became the head of the 
Nanjing-Shanghai and Shanghai-Hangzhou Railway bureaux without the support of 
the GMD special party branch controlled by the CC clique, the ultra-right faction of 
the Guomindang. Huang made Mo Heng chief of both the general affairs and stores 
departments. The special party branch was upset by this appointment, but more so 
when Mo moved against their control of the railway cooperatives in June 1933. They 
orchestrated a campaign against Mo Heng. They used a secret society boss {banghui 
touzi, no doubt a minor gang boss in the Green Gang, headed by Du Yuesheng, with 
which the CC clique had close ties) to stir up trouble around railway stations, and 
they alleged that Mo was corrupt. 
The charge of corruption was brought by Cao Wenkui, the elected secretary of 
the GMD union at Wusong and a clerk in stores department at the works. Mo Heng 
countered by ordering the transfer of Cao to Ningbo. In turn, the special party branch 
in mid-December 1933 instigated the workers to stage a go-slow to support Cao. 
They also spread rumours that Mo Heng aimed to destroy the labor movement. The 
surviving CCP activists, whose cover was the mutual aid brotherhood (guandihui), 
encouraged the go-slow. At this point the special party branch seemed to have lost 
control. The railway administration and Nanjing Government became alarmed, 
despatched railway counsellors (ministry directors) to investigate, and ordered the 
central party organisation to put the special branches and unions in order. But the 
workers refused to abide by instructions from the party branch or the railway union, 
maintaining their demand for Mo Heng to be dismissed. On 23 December at a 
meeting of the heads of the railway bureaux, the special party branches and the GMD 
union officials, the union agreed to order resumption of work on condition that the 
central government investigate the charges against Mo Heng. The go-slow continued 
for a few days until the Ministry of Railways suddenly announced that it had 
admonished Mo, and arrested Cao and several other activists, bringing the dispute to 
an end. Cao Wenkui was prosecuted under article 30 of the service regulations for 
" Zhongguo tielu gongren. 
^^  Accounts of the Mo Heng affair are confused, twisted and contradictory. This account has drawn on 
Baofengyuzhong de huochetou, pp 33-35, Ma Chaojun, Zhongguo laogong yundong shi, pp. 
1184-85, Shanghai tielu, pp. 101-03, Laogong yuekan (Labor monthly), Vol. 3 No. 2 (Feb. 
1934), pp. 104-05, No. 5 (May), p. 9, No. 6 (June), p. 2. 
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instigating worker unrest. After special party branch intervention the others were 
released, though several were dismissed. In January again, Wusong workers were 
raising demands over the year-end bonus and other issues. 
Conclusion 
Labor organisation and industrial action in China during the early 20th century is 
largely a story of the fight for work-place rights. The repressive political regimes of 
the period restricted the capacity of workers to organise. Only for short moments, in 
the interstices of power when the competitors for the state machine had not 
established control, were railway workers and others able to form unions and openly 
campaign. The early organisations on the railways borrowed old forms of 
association. Those that were formed in the 1910s became embryonic trade unions, 
though leadership was vested mostly in staff-level employees or foremen. 
The eight years from May 1919 to April 1927 witnessed the start of modem 
union organisation on the Chinese railways. In the early 1920s the unions, most often 
called clubs, were built on the foundations of previous associations among 
railwaymen, the various mutual aid societies whose roots reached back to the culture 
of craft guilds and regional fraternal associations, even secret society-type banghui 
forms. The avowed political purpose of the CCP activists among the railwaymen was 
to organise class-based industrial unions as part of a program to build a proletarian 
revolutionary party. Yet, the strikes during 1921-23 raised mostly work-centred 
demands. Although any strike is political in the sense that it challenges the 
prerogatives of management, the main political demands of these early disputes were 
those which sought recognition of the union and its right to intervene in matters 
affecting the workers' wages, conditions, hire and dismissal. 
The crushing of the Beijing-Hankou Railway Union in February 1923 sent the 
Chinese labor movement into a general retreat for two years, pushing underground 
the surviving remnants of railway organisation. In Shandong the political space 
created by contests between warlord factions competing for control of the railway 
allowed workers to organise briefly between 1923 and 1925. However, that space 
contracted savagely in mid-1925. The May Thirtieth Movement emanating from 
Shanghai in 1925 stimulated a new wave of labor strikes. These were more political 
in kind than those of the early 1920s, their target mostly western and Japanese capital 
in the industrial centres of Shanghai, Tianjin and Qingdao. The exclusion of 
'patriotic' Chinese capital from the targets of attack during the united front 
nationalist revolutionary campaign for the two years to mid-1927 meant that railway 
workers were on the sidelines except as support for the revolutionary forces of the 
Northern Expedition. The railways of China Proper were Chinese, after all, even if 
indebted to foreign banks whose mortgage terms allowed the appointment of senior 
foreign personnel to many of the railway administrations. 
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The April 1927 coup in Shanghai and subsequent collapse of the Left-GMD and 
CCP Wuhan Government led again to the destruction of existing labor organisations, 
most of which were formed by communists and had considerable worker following, 
including those rekindled on the railways in the previous year. Although the 
Guomindang vigorously persecuted communist activists, the party platform required 
it to 'protect labor' if it was to maintain revolutionary legitimacy. A new system of 
industrial relations was fashioned, what I call progressive corporatism, which 
included legal protection for workers, better wages and conditions, and a tighter 
disciplinary regime in sectors such as the railways. The GMD supervisory system 
comprised a dual structure of special party branches and GMD-aligned labor unions. 
On the railways the GMD reorganised and re-established trade unions. These were at 
times quite militant and effective, though that militancy was curbed in the mid-1930s 
as the GMD moved to the right. Meanwhile, the capacity of the CCP to take 
advantage of internal divisions within the GMD and regain control of the railway 
workers' movement was dashed by its own internal divisions and the ultra-leftist 
sectarianism which plagued all communist parties during the late 1920s and 1930s 
(the 'social fascist' doctrine). 
One response of workers to this political environment was a return to the small-
scale type of mutual aid associations which had existed in earlier times, such as 
brotherhoods (xiongdihui), though little material is available on these precisely 
because of their personal and often secretive character. The issue of continuities in 
organisations among railwaymen is a topic which needs to be further studied. To 
what extent are there deep structures that carry on despite political changes, and 
changes in the names and forms of workers' organisations? What is the relationship 
between organisational forms imposed by the railways or political parties, and those 
produced by workers either from the logic of the situation or arising from a pre-
industrial tradition? This chapter illustrates that railway workers formed their own 
organisation well before political parties saw them as instruments in their campaigns, 
and they launched industrial actions which were successful without any prior 
political leadership. Political activists might have taken the modem form of labor 
organisation into the railways, but they built these industrial unions on a tradition 
among the railwaymen of organisation and mutual support which went back to an 
earlier period of Chinese artisan and rural laborer forms of association. 
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During the four decades of the 20th century the railways created a new type of 
industrial worker in China. The railway worker was organised and managed in ways 
different to the previous organisation of Chinese labor. Working for the railways had 
become a major occupation in the modem sector of Chinese industry by the mid-
1930s, employing more than 300,000 in China Proper and Manchuria. It was a man's 
world for the most part. Women were few, employed in occupations in the medical 
services and the central administration. Most manual workers were recruited from 
north China, while their managers and supervisors were from east China. This study, 
in looking at the experiences of railway workers, inquires into the origin and 
formation of an important part of the emergent Chinese industrial working class in 
the first half of the 20th century. My approach has been to move beyond the narrative 
of strikes, unions and political leadership to look at how railway workers lived and 
the organisation of the work regime. In looking at the "labor economy" and the 
"social economy" of life on the Chinese railways I have used neglected archival 
materials to describe working class life and to analyse the material well being of 
railway workers. 
As with recent studies of Chinese labor this dissertation highlights the crucial 
role played by native place and social origin in the recruitment of railway workers. 
The culture of the community from which workers came structured the relationships 
that influenced recruitment patterns, the organisation of the work process and the 
politics of the workplace. The predominance of those from north China among the 
railwaymen reflected the uneven distribution of railways — the largest railway 
employers were in the north — and the economy and ecology of North China, the 
poverty on the land. Native place also influenced the structure of skilled employment 
on the railways, and segmented the market for railway labor. The structuring of skill 
along "ethnic" lines in the major workshops was a legacy of the early foreign railway 
engineers who recruited skilled workers from regions in that fell within the "sphere 
of influence" of their home country. The culture of native place, the links of the 
village and town, so strongly felt in Chinese communities, served to replicate the 
quasi-ethnicity structures within the Chinese railway workplace: sons followed 
fathers, relatives and friends assisted fellow villagers. Intersecting these patterns were 
other past traditions that gave persons from certain places the skills that they could 
trade, that could be adapted and used on the railways; while the early efforts at 
industrialisation created other workers committed to a life off the land, though the 
rustic roots of the railwaymen were never far from sight. 
Railway work was distinguished from other industrial employment by the 
sophisticated discipline system, the structvires of control which regulated the way 
work was performed and governed a worker's prospects for advancement. The 
Conclusion 
challenge for the Chinese railways was not the recruitment of workers, but how to 
find (and retain) men who would remain faithful and efficient. Discipline was an 
essential part of the railways' strategy. It was the regulatory web which held together 
and shaped the experience of railway work. It structured the working day; it moulded 
the work experience; it determined the career course of a Chinese railway employee. 
The discipline rules were part of a system that rewarded those who obeyed with 
steady employment, wages better than in most industries, and a large social wage of 
benefits. Railway workers were well off. The remuneration structure of the railways 
was finely graduated, but varied widely between the separate railway administrations 
which comprised the Chinese National Railways. The differentials for railway labor 
were a function of labor market segmentation directly related to the native place of 
workers. We see that nominal wages rose from the late 1910s to the mid-1930s. 
Despite the difficulties of measuring actual earnings and real wages, this study 
demonstrates that the living standards of Chinese railwaymen improved over this 
period. 
The improvement was probably better than indicated if we take into account the 
social wage, or what I chose to discuss under the heading "The quality of life". They 
enjoyed a high degree of job security and a wide range of health and welfare benefits 
available to themselves and their families. Health and education expenditure by the 
railway administrations was large. The provision of medical services, compensation 
benefits and old-age pensions were not simply well-meaning welfare measures. They 
were also a means to retain the workforce in which the railways had invested. This 
investment included training and education programs. Railway workers were well 
educated compared with other industrial workers. Nearly three-quarters of the 
manual grades had acquired a basic level of literacy by the mid-1930s. The education 
of railwaymen and their children, many of whom would have the opportunity to 
follow their fathers, created families of committed industrial workers. 
Although this study avoid the once mandatory focus of labor history on strikes, 
the final chapter briefly examined industrial organisation and militancy. The levels of 
education, skill and work stability made for a different type of workplace politics. 
Railway workers formed associations early in the 20th century about which little is 
known. It would seem that the existing organisations, or cultures of organising, made 
the railway worker receptive to the overtures of the Chinese Communist Party 
student activists in the early 1920s, the high tide of politicised railway unionism. In 
looking at the history of railway unionism we see clearly that labor organisation and 
industrial action in China during the early 20th century is much more a story of the 
fight for work-place rights. Only for short moments, in the interstices of power when 
the competitors for the state machine had not established control, were railway 
workers and others able to form unions and openly campaign. A question raised for 
future study is that of the role of labor in state formation in China. With the 
establishment of the Nanjing Government in 1928 we see a subtle shift in the attitude 
to the working class. 
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The important contributions of this dissertation are, firstly, the discovery and use 
of new types of archival materials to reconstruct a picture of the lives of a group of 
industrial workers in China during the first four decades of the 20th century; and 
secondly, the quantitative analysis in Chapter 5 on wages and income which support 
the argument that there was a sustained improvement in the living standards of 
industrial workers in the interwar years. 
The first major contribution involved experimentation in the use of the records 
of the Chinese National Railways found in the archives at Nanjing. Much valuable 
work has been done over the past decade to create a more nuanced picture of Chinese 
working-class lives.' These studies have relied on interviews with elderly workers, 
either directly or through transcripts compiled in earlier years, the archives of 
enterprises, and the records of government agencies. These same types of sources I 
have consulted. That which distinguishes this study is the use I have made of the day-
to-day records of managing labor on the CNR. They have served as a surrogate for 
direct interviews with railwaymen of the 1920s and 1930s, as a means to reach back 
to "interview" the dead whose lives are documented in the consulted personnel, 
pension and compensation files. From these files, containing officially produced 
documents as well as letters and petitions from the railway workers or their families, 
I have been able to tell stories about their experience of the workplace and about their 
education, health, habits and families. In Chapter 4 the workings of the discipline and 
career advancement systems are shown in operation through the experiences of 
individual workers, while in Chapter 6 we have an insight into the health of workers, 
the causes of illness and death, and obtain a glimpse of the families of railwaymen. 
Wage registers and personnel records are used in Chapter 5 to describe the wage 
system and illustrate its working. 
The second major contribution is to the on-going debate about the Chinese 
economy during the interwar years. Evidence seems solid that Republican China saw 
substantial economic growth. Less certain, though, is the distributional effect of that 
growth. Controversy centres on the question of who shared in that economic growth, 
and to what extent.^ Chapter 5 on wages and income addresses this issue. Using the 
life-time wage details of workers included in the personnel records enclosed with 
applications for compensation, I have constructed a real wage series for different skill 
levels of railwaymen and for coal miners. The real wage series is a direct measure of 
the distributional effect among industrial workers of economic growth based upon 
2 
Gail Hershatter, The Workers of Tianjin, 1900-1949, (Stanford, 1986), Emily Honig, Sisters and 
Strangers: Women in the Shanghai Cotton Mills, 1919-1949 (Stanford, 1986), Elizabeth J. Perry, 
Shanghai on Strike: The Politics of Chinese Labor (Stanford, 1993), Alain Roux, Le Shanghai 
oifvrier des annees trente (Paris, 1993). 
The principal antagonists are Thomas Rawski and Philip Huang, though it has also been taken up by 
other authors and a number of reviewers of their books. Thomas G. Rawski, Economic Growth 
in Prewar China (Berkeley, 1989); Philip C. C. Huang, The Peasant Economy and Social 
Change in North China, (Stanford, 1985); Philip C. C. Huang, The Peasant Family and Rural 
Development in the Yangzi Delta, 1350-1988 (Stanford, 1990). 
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the wages paid to railway workers. It concludes that industrial workers in north 
China were better off in the mid-1930s compared with the late 1910s. Workers were 
not necessarily well-off, and the absolute standard of living was undoubtedly low, 
but the real wage series shows that there was an upward trend. Living standards on 
balance had improved. 
Direct measurement of improvement in living standards through analysis of 
long-run changes in wages is preferable to indirect estimation methods, but it still 
leaves us with only a partial picture. The question is: "How real are real wages?"^ 
Real wages measure the wage rates of the worker engaged in market-oriented wage 
labor deflated for price changes. Wage series usually neglect other income besides 
wages which includes monetary income and non-monetary income (garden produce, 
gifts, lodgings), and payment in kind. Also neglected are the earnings of women and 
children. Most times only the direct wages of adult male worker are included. In 
addition, it is often difficult to gauge the contribution to total family income of the 
social wage (pensions and sickness benefits, education and health services) provided 
by the company or the state. Thus living standards tend to be measured only in terms 
of the adult-male wage. The challenge is to find alternative measures which 
corroborate and extend the conclusions reached by analysis of wages. 
Economic historians have sought other indicators to overcome the deficiencies in 
the measurement of real income and real wages, such as those for mortality, 
morbidity, diet, or housing conditions. In recent years economic historians have 
devoted much effort to anthropometric methods to measure living standards.'' I 
propose to extend the study of real wages and living standards by, firstly, testing 
larger samples of wage data to be collected from lines other than the Beiping-
Liaoning Railway, and secondly, seeking health and anthropometric data. The 
railways by the mid-1930s had adopted pre-employment medical examinations 
which recorded the height and weight of new recruits. This type of data lends itself to 
anthropometric manipulation. There are also hospital records, fi-om both railway-run 
and other hospitals, which have yet to be investigated, as well as army records, the 
main source for height data used by British and Australian scholars. It is in this 
direction that the important findings of Chapter 5 point which may produce further 
insights into the question of health and living standards during the interwar years. 
^ This is the question which informs the studies in Peter Scholliers, ed. Real Wages in 19th and 20th 
century Europe: Historical and Comparative Perspectives. (Munich, 1989). 
* Roderick Flood, Kenneth Watchter and Annabel Gregory, Height, Health and History: Nutritional 
Status in the United Kingdom, 1750-1980 (Cambridge, 1990). Height is very sensitive to 
changes in nutrition. In economic terms, height is a net output measure of nutritional intake 
during a person's growth. Analysis of the termmal heights of a large sample enables an average 
height series to be constructed related to the year in which the person was bom. In a low- to 
medium-income economy, an adverse change in income will affect the distribution of food — 
hence nutrition — within a family. This change in nutrition should show up as a change in 
average terminal heights which can then be correlated with other changes in the economy. 
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Another area of inquiry is to examine the organisations within working class 
communities which existed independent of the political forces which swirl about. 
The issue of continuities in organisations among railwaymen is an important topic. 
To what extent are there deep structures that carry on despite political changes, and 
changes in the names and forms of workers' organisations? What is the relationship 
between workers, political parties, and the modem state? Political activists might 
have taken the modem form of labor organisation into the railways, but they built 
these industrial unions on traditions of organisation and mutual support which belong 
to an earlier period of association among artisans and rural laborers. Meanwhile, the 
attempts to form a modem state in China — particularly during the Nanjing period 
— saw emerge what I believe to be a new concept of working-class citizenship. We 
see this especially in the language of the industrial legislation framed during the late 
1920s and early 1930s. Chinese workers became a constituency of the state, to be 
shepherded and wooed as supporters and participants in civil society, and not simply 
cajoled and bludgeoned into submissive automatons of industry as was the practice 
of previous regimes. Railway workers, by virtual of their centrality to the transport 
system of east and north China, allow an entry into the complexities of the social and 
legal foundations of the Chinese state during the Republican period. A world which, 
like the empirical analyses of living standards, is known only in the broadest of 
outline from the work of recent scholars. Much awaits the scholar in the archives of 
Republican China. 
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Table A Summary of disputes and industrial actions up to 1937^ 
Date Railway Place Observations on the dispute 
1891.4 Tang-Xu Tangshan more than 100 workers rebel over bullying by a 
foreign overseer. 
1903. 
Autmn 
CER Harbin. Central Workshop. Agitation over poor housing 
for workers. 
1905.5 Zhu-Ping Pingxiang Wages had been in arrears for several months. 
Railwaymen and miners demanded their 
wages, and an end to fines and wage 
deductions. Put down by troops. 
1905.11.11 CER Harbin. Central Workshop. Strike by Chinese & 
Russian workers over military controls. Fires 
set to administration bids 11.14-1.18. Crushed 
2.27. 
1906.6 Zhu-Ping Pingxiang Strike against the change from a three to two-
shift system^ 
1907.1.9 CER Harbin Central Workshop. Strike. Chinese & Russians 
demand the release of arrested workers 
1908.5.1 CER Harbin Central Workshops. May Day celebrated for 
first time. 
1910 TPR Puzhen Works. Agitation for wages & against the 
treatment by a foreign supervisor. 
1911 ZTR Shtjiazhuang Agitation over withheld wages. 
1914 TPR Puzhen Workshop. Agitation against bullying by a 
foreign supervisor. 
1916 BSR Nankou Workshop. Agitation against wage deductions 
by foremen. 
' The principal source for this summary of disputes and industrial actions is the chronology compiled 
by the Chinese national railway union. Zhongguo tielu gongren yundong lishi dashiji 
[Chronology of the history of the Chinese railway workers movement]. Beijing: Zhonghua 
quanguo tielu zong gonghui, 1987. Since the source is a chronology there is in general no need 
to include the page. Some sources additional to the chronology are included in footnotes. The 
summary lists the industrial action of railway workers from earliest times up to end 1937. 
Industrial action is broadly defmed to include strikes, non-strike agitation or demands, and 
politically inspired disputes or actions, such as the May Day and other demonstrations, which 
require absence from work. Chinese date form is used: year—month—day. Sometimes the date 
is the month or season only. The guide to the abbreviations appears at the end. 
^ Pingxiang shi tieluzhi (Annals of the Pingxiang city railways), comp. Railway branch, Pingxiang, 
Chinese Communist Party, (np, c.1990). 
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1917 
.5.1 
,6.9 
.7.27 
1918 
.1.5 
.5.14 
.5.17 
.5 
.9.2-12 
.10.7 
1919 
.5.1 
.5.4 
.5.7 
.5.21 
.5 
.6.5 
.6.7 
.6.8-10 
.6.8-9 
CER Harbin Central Workshop. Strike. Chinese & Russians. 
Political issues & wages. 
CER All stations Strike for wage parity with Russians. 
CER Harbin Strike over wages by 3000 Chinese. 
CER Harbin Central Workshop. Strike. Political issues & 
wages. 
CER Harbin Strike over the shooting of a Chinese worker. 
CER line General Strike. Chinese & Russians. Sparked 
by the assassination of a Bolshevik labor 
organiser. 
SNR line Traffic laborers strike against regulation to 
impose tests.^ 
CER Harbin Central Workshop. Strike. Political issues & 
wages. Chinese & Russian. 
SMRC Dalian Shahekou Works. Strike by more than 2000 
Chinese workers for wage parity with 
Japanese. 
SMRC Dalian Shahekou Works. Strike over wages by 
Chinese & Japanese workers. 
BHR Changxindian French language students, railway apprentices 
Works and trainees join in the Tiananmen 
demonstration. 
BHR Changxindian Partial strike over the arrest of student 
demonstrators, boycott of Japanese goods. 
CER Harbin Central Workshop. Strike. Chinese & Russians. 
Over the May 4th arrests. 
QJR Qingdao Sifang Works. Strike over withheld wages and 
for a wage rise. 
BHR Changxindian Workshop workers demonstrate over the 
arrests of May 4th activists in Beijing on the 3-4 
June. 
SNR Shanghai Wusong Workshop. Strike over the arrest of 
May 4th student activists, 3-4 June. 
SNR-SHR all sections Railway workers joined the general strike over 
3-4 June arrests. 
TPR Puzhen Workshop workers demonstrate over 3-4 June 
arrests. 
^ Shanghai, Bureau of Social Affairs. Jin shi-wu nianlai Shanghai zhi bagong tingye /English title.-
Strikes and Lockouts in Shanghai Since 1918], Shanghai, 1933. "Appendix I: Table of Shanghai 
Strikes and Lockouts Incidents, 1918-1932", incident no. 10. 
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.6.12 
.6.24 
.7.18-8.19 
.10 
1920 
.3.13-17 
.5..1-6.11 
.5.18 
.5 
.7.15 
.10.19 
.10.25 
.12.9 
1921 
.1.12 
.3.16 
.4.14 
.5.1 
.5.14 
.6.14-17 
.6.16 
.6.22 
.7.28 
.10.6 
.10.13-18 
.11.20 
BFR 
BFR 
CER 
SNR 
CER 
SMRC 
GHR 
TPR 
SNR 
GHR(S) 
GJR 
GHR(S) 
GHR(S) 
BHR 
CER 
BHR 
BHR 
GHR(S) 
Ning-Yang 
BSR 
BHR 
GHR(S) 
GHR(S) 
LHR 
Tangshan 
Tangshan 
Harbin 
general 
Harbin 
Dalian 
Guangdong 
Puzhen 
Shanghai, 
whole line 
Guangzhou 
Guangzhou 
Guangdong 
Guangdong 
whole line 
Harbin 
Changxindian 
Changxindian 
whole line 
Guangdong 
whole line 
Changxindian 
Guangdong 
Guangdong 
Xuzhou to 
Luoyang 
Workshop workers meet to discuss 3-4 June 
arrests and June strikes. 
Workshop. Meeting held. 
Central Workshops. Political strike. 
Unskilled laborers agitate over wages. 
Agitation against the 'white Russian' railway 
adnninistration manager. 
Shahekou Workshops. Strike over wages by 
1200 Chinese and 1300 Japanese workers. 
Strike by artisans over wage arrears and 
dismissal of labor activists. 
Workshop strike over conditions and work 
regulations. 
Wusong Works. Strike over wages. Other 
railway workers followed. 
Political strike against the Guangxi militarist 
clique. 
Strike. Drivers & firemen go out in support of 
the GHR(S). 
Strike over wage arrears & compen-sation for 
military-inflicted loss. 
Strike over nepotism in hiring, unfair 
dismissals, wage arrears. 
Agitation. Wage rise across the board parallel 
SNR. 
Central Workshop. Strike to protest medical 
examination procedures. 
Workers celebrated May Day. 
Agitation against foremen beating of workers. 
Strike over wages. Later joined by workers on 
the GJR, GSR, + others. 
Mechanics strike. 
Locomotive department strike over safety & 
wages. 
Two hour strike by 400 workers in the repair 
plant over wage deduction, bonuses, etc. 
Strike by laborers over wages. 
Other workers joined the laborers. 
Loco dept. Strike. Against Belgian mgr, wages, 
conditions. Workers organised by the 
Laojunhui society. 
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.12.13 
1922 
.1.2 
BSR whole line 
BHR 
.2.5 BHR 
.5.20-6.20 CER 
.8.1-8.8 BHR 
.8.24-8.26 BHR 
.8.25 
.9.9-9.28 
BHR 
GHR(N) 
.10.4-13 
.10.13-21 
BFR 
BFR 
.10.27-29 BSR 
.12.15-17 ZTR 
1923 
.1.6 
.1.9 
.2.4-9 
TPR 
BHR 
Zhengzhou 
Zhengzhou 
whole line 
Hankou 
Changxindian 
Zhengzhou 
whole line 
.9.14-18 Zhu-Ping Anyuan 
Shanghaiguan 
Tangshan 
whole line 
Shijiazhuang 
GHR(N) Wuchang 
Pukou-Puzhen 
whole line 
Strike by about 9000(!) over railway chiefs 
alleged nepotism & corruption, wage arrears, 
and beatings of workers. 
Loco dept strike to protest Wu Peifu troops 
beating of railway workers. 
Agitation. Year-end bonus and leave. 
Strike, wage cuts and retrenchments. 
Jiang'an Works. Strike. Treatment, dismissal of 
activists, recognition of workers club. 
Strike by more than 3000 workers over wages, 
recognition of their, and calling for the 
dismissal of a foreman (commonly seen as the 
start of the north China railway strike wave). 
Sympathy strike for Changxindian. 
Strike by more than 3000 over the treatment 
and dismissal of a worker, (sparked by a 
dispute about opium transport). Extensive 
support from other railway labor organisations. 
Strike. About 17,000 railway & mine workers 
took part. Wage arrears was the catalyst. 
Workers led by CCP activists Li Lisan and Liu 
Shaoqi. 
Bridge works. Strike by more than 1500 over 
wages, dismissal of labor activists, and 
recognition of club. 
Works. Strike by more than 3000 over wages, 
conditions, club recognition. (Support from 
workers at the Kailuan coal mine, Qixin 
Cement, etc. On 23 Oct the Kailuan strike of 
3,700 miners finally escalated into to a 
Tangshan area strike of 50,000+. 
Strike. About 1000 traffic workers sought a 
wage rise. 
Strike. Wages, conditions. 
Xujiapeng Works. Strike of 2000 over wages, 
etc. 
Puzhen Works strike over wages and 
conditions joined by workers on the Pukou 
railway ferry wharf. 
General Strike. Led to the 'February 7th 
massacre' of railway activists. Wide-scale 
sympathy strikes on the GHR, DQR, ZTR, 
TPR, BSR, BFR, and among other workers. 
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.6.6 
.8.15 
.8.23 
•12(?) 
1924 
.1.28 
.3.7 
.5 
.11.19 
.12 
1924? 
1925 
.1.27 
.2.8-17 
.3 
.3 
.4.17 
.6.7 
.6.13 
.6.26 
QJR 
ZTR 
QJR 
BFR 
QJR 
Chao-San Guangdong 
Qingdao Sifang Works. Strike by 1200 over dismissal of 
labor activists. 
whole line Mass resignation. Drivers & firemen protest 
dismissal of 20 comrades who had failed new 
eyesight tests. 
Qingdao Sifang Works. Strike by 1200 over dismissal of 
eight accused of theft. 
Jinzhou Agitation of year-end bonus by about 200 
workers of the Loco section. 
QJR 
BFR 
Chao-Shan Guangdong 
Qingdao Sifang Works. Strike over delayed year-end 
bonus. 
Strike. Dismissed labor activists, union 
recognition. 
Qingdao Sifang Works. Strike by 1200 over dismissals 
and arrests. 
Tangshan Tangshan Works. Agitation over mass 
retrenchments. 
Strike. 9 days. Bonus + school for workers' 
children 
BFR Jinzhou Loco section train crews. Agitation over mean 
allowances 
SNR Shanghai Engine drivers strike to protest military 
coercion of workers.'^ 
QJR whole line Sifang Works strike. Seems to have begun in 
traffic section. Political. Gen Union established 
March. 
SMRC Dalian. Shahekou Workshops. Chinese & Japanese. 
China Workers Study Society puts demands 
for wages, rent subsidy, stop beatings, train 
passes. Agreed to in Autumn (I). 
GHR(N) Hubei Strike to demand higher wages & work 
clothing. 
GHR(S) Guangdong Strike. 2000+. Retrenchments, wages, and 
conditions. 
TPR Nanjing Puzhen Works workers demonstrate in Nanjing 
over May 30th incident. 
GHR(S) Guangdong Strike to block troop movements by the 
Guangxi-Yunnan clique. Joined by workers 
from GJR, GSR. 
ZTR Shijiazhuang Agitation. Arrest of two union activists 
ibid., incident no. 157. 
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1925.6 
.9.6-22 
.12.12 
.12.18 
1925(?) 
1926 
.1 
.1.23 
.4 
.4.28 
.5 
.6.24 
.7-late 
.10.24 
.11.11 
1927 
.1.2 
.2.19-22 
.3.5-23 
.8.15 
.8.22 
.11.11 
.11-mid 
.12.13 
TPR 
GSR 
BSR 
BSR 
BFR 
ZTR 
CER 
BSR 
GHR(S) 
GHR(N) 
GHR(S) 
SNR 
SNR 
NJR 
SMRC 
TPR 
Puzhen-Pukou 
Guangdong 
Datong 
Zhangjiakou 
Nankou 
Shanhaiguan 
Shijiazhuang 
Guangdong 
Chao-Shan Guangdong 
SMRC Dalian 
SMRC Dalian 
Ning-Yang Guangdong 
Puzhen Workshop. Boycott of British and 
Japanese goods. 
Strike. Demand transfer of railway 
administration chief. 
Agitation. Against loco section chief and issue 
of Shanxi paper currency. (Workers on several 
north China lines were paid wages in bonds). 
Strike. Demand payment of wage arrears 
totalling seven months. 
Gradual attrition of union gains. Several short 
stoppages. 
Agitation against scabs. 
Manifesto by CER employees federation. 
Support Feng Yuxiang movements. 
Manifesto of Guangdong Railway Unions Joint 
Office. Includes GJR, GSR. 
Agitation. Wages, conditions. 
Shahekou Workshops. Demonstration 
Shahekou Workshops. Meeting to demand 
release of arrested activists. 
Start of armed clashes between the GMD-right 
affiliated Mechanics Union and the CCP-
affiliated unions 
Hunan-Hubei Wage arrears 6 mths. 
Guangzhou 
Shanghai 
Shanghai 
Jiangxi 
Dalian 
Beijing 
Puzhen-Pukou 
Shanghai 
Mechanics Union attacks the GHR General 
Union dormitory, 6 dead, > 10 injured; on 1.3, 
attacks GSR General Union office, 4 dead. 
Wusong Works. Political strike. The second 
Shanghai uprising. 
Wusong Works. Strike. Escalates and expands 
to become the 3rd uprising. 7-25, Wusong, 8-
28, SHR drivers.® 
GMD dissolves the union, executes activists. 
Japanese police close down the China 
Workers Study Society. 
Wang Hebo & others executed. 
100 retrenched workers appeal to Jiangsu 
GMD for reinstatement, issue of wage arrears, 
etc 
Jiang Jieshi orders temporary stop of mass 
movements; the previous day was the Canton 
5 : ibid., incident no. 511, 512. 
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Uprising. 
.12.29 SMRC Dalian Railway freigiit packers arrested after 
rampage. 
1928 
.3.29 GHR(N) Yuezhou Guo Liang arrested, executed same day in 
Changsha 
1928- BFR Goubangzi. 200+ workers surround the train of the Tianjin 
Spring locomotive department chief to demand a wage 
rise and meal allowances. Got 12c. 
.4.20 GHR(S) Guangdong +GSR & Xin-Ning. Oppose removal of 
conditions won 1925.6 
.5.10 QJR whole line Workers threaten strike over Jinan massacre 
when Japanese troops shot Chinese on 
1928.5.3. 
.6.1 Yunnan Yunnan Yunnan Railway General Union set up. 
.6 GMD sets up special party branches in all rlwy 
admin and proceeds with the railway 
reorganisation committee 
.6 QJR Qingdao Sifang Workshop. Campaign against the issue 
of wages in non-convertible Shandong notes. 
.7.4 Ji-Chang Northeast Strike of 2000+ for return of savings fund 
.7 SHR Shanghai Strike of 100 food service staff over sackings. 
.9 NSHR Shanghai Wusong Works. Dispute over sackings. 
.9 SHR Hangzhou North Station, stores room, dispute over the 
sacking of five workers. 
.10 NSR Shanghai Wusong Workshop. Campaign against the 
contract sys by brother'd 
.11.9 CER Harbin "11.9" Incident. 
.11 Yunnan Yunnan CCP directive on overcoming bang and craft 
divisions. Some time during the year there was 
a big strike of all depts. 
. 11 BSR GMD first attempt to est yellow union. 
1929 
.1.7 BHR Changxindian Campaign over wage arrears, reinstatement of 
unemployed railway workers, union 
recognition. 
. 1 -2 TPR Jinan, Puzhen Go slow & strikes against loco dept chief (still 
an issue in 1931.1 & 1933.1), wage arrears, 
conditions. 
3.8 BLR Beiping to Sth section. Campaign over wage arrears, 
Tangshan conditions. 
.8.5 BHR Changxindian Protest beating of worker 
.8 BLR Shanhaiguan. Campaign economic. 'Yellow union' led. 
10 BSR Zhangjiakou Campaign, wage arrears, accumulated arrears 
17 months! 
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.11.26 
1930 
.1 
.1 
.1.15 
.1 
.6.27 
.8-9 
.9.20 
.11.3 
.12.9 
.12.11 
1931 
.2.13 
.2.16-19 
.5.1 
.10.10 
1931-
winter 
1932 
.1.6 
.2.7 
.2 
.4 
,7.26-8.3 
BLR Tangshan Tangshan Works. Strike by more than 5000; 
resumed work 12.1 after release from prison of 
five reps. 'Yellow' union opposed. 
BLR 
BLR 
CER 
QJR 
BHR 
Siping RIy 
BHR 
CER 
TPR 
BLR 
TPR 
QJR 
QJR 
BLR 
TPR 
BLR 
Goubangzi 
Tangshan 
Harbin 
Qingdao 
Xinyang 
Siping, Zheng-
jiatun, Taonan, 
Taipingchuan 
Changxindian 
Harbin 
Pukou, Jinan 
Yinkou 
Tianjin 
Qingdao 
Jinan 
Tianjin 
Puzhen 
Tianjin 
GHR(N) Changsha. 
TPR Jinan 
QJR 
Campaign. Bonus arrears (2 yrs). 
Tangshan Workshop. Campaign. Dec wages 
plus year-end bonus arrears 
Central Workshop. Strike, retrenchments 
Sifang Workshop, strike. Demand wage regime 
change from day to month rates. 
Workers smash up meeting of yellow union. 
Locomotove section drivers and tradesmen 
campaign over wages 
Pay train stopped, workers demand immediate 
payment of wages. 
Central Workshop. Campaign wages. 
Campaign against locomotive dept chief. 
Persisted to March 1931. 
Strike over coal, bonus & wages. 
Tianjin workshop/locomotive sheds. Stop work 
over new engeer supervisor. 
Sifang Workshop. Strike. 1700 strike against 
new wage regulations. 
Jinan station. Campaign over wages. 
Tianjin. Demand double 10 holiday, Sept 
wages, employment for railway workers 
displaced by Japanese occuppation.. 
Puzhen Works. Workers smash up the 'yellow' 
union & Guomindang branch. 
BLR 
Various actions for payment of wages, support 
& employment for men from Japanese 
occupied areas, inci strikes 5.12 & 6.16. 
Demo & strike to mark "2.7". 
Nth section, Jinan workshop. "Big Strike". 10 
demands. Reports vague. 
Qingdao Sifang Works. Campaign conditions, travel, 
work clothing, rent subsidy and leave. 
Tangshan Tangshan Workshop. Strike in support of 
workers at nearby textile mill. 
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.9.11 
.10.26 
.11.15 
.11.20 
1933 
.1.29 
.5 
.6.6 
.6.15 
.6 
.7.1 
.7.15 
.8-9 
.12.9 
.12.17 
1934 
.1.14 
1935-
Spring 
1935-
Winter 
BLR Tianjin. 
Chao-Shan Guangdong 
NSHR whole line 
SHR 
TPR 
BSR 
TPR 
NSHR 
BLR 
CER 
TPR 
NSR 
ZTR 
BHR 
NSHR 
SMRC 
ZTR 
Hangzhou 
Jinan 
whole line 
Jinan, Puzhen 
Wuxi 
Northeast 
China 
whole line 
Pukou 
Shanghai 
whole line 
Beijing 
Shanghai 
Dalian 
whole line 
Continuing campaign for those from Japanese 
occupied areas. 
Threat of strike. 
Go slow over paying compensation for war 
losses.® 
Campaign wages. Sitdown on tracks. 
Jinan Works, Nth Section. Petition against loco 
dept chief; on 1.30 strike by more than 5000 
workers. 
Engineering dept workers. Campaign over 
wages and against the contract system. 
Jinan Works. Strike of 3000 over wage arrears; 
two days later strike joined by Puzhen 
Workshop. 
Staff form salary campaign committee. Go-
slow, a ban imposed on ticket sales, inspection 
and collection. Administration agreed to 
demands on 7.11. 
Go slow to protest over dismissals by the 
Japanese occupation authority. 
Strike to protest dismissals. 
Pukou station. Sitdown protest over the beating 
of workers by the railway police. 
Wusonq Works campaign against the contract 
system. 
Campaign over wages, conditions, hours and 
benefits. Led by CCP activists within the 
'yellow' union. 
Xizhimen station. Strike to protest beating of 
workers by railway police. 
Wusong 1100+ demand union action on three 
issues. 
North Station. Strike over wages & conditions. 
Campaign to oppose examination of traffic 
personnel. 
® Laodongyekan, Jan 1933, p. 89; 
^ Laodongyekan, Oct 1933, pp. 124,132; Jin shi-wu nianlai Shanghai zhi bagong tingye, incident no. 
1107. 
® Laodongyekan, Feb 1933, p. 111. 
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1936 
1936.3 
1936.4 
1937 
.4.4 
.7.29 
BHR 
CER 
Changxindian 
Harbin. 
GHR(N) Wuchang 
BLR, TPR Tianjin 
Changxindian. CCP activists fire-bombed the 
administration building. 
Central Workshop. Go slow, sabotage 
Japanese conversion of track gauge. 
Wuchang Workshop. Strike, wages and 
conditions... spread 
Mass resignation. 2600+ refuse to work for 
Japanese. 
Notes: BFR, Beijing-Fengtian Railway (later, BLR, Beiping-Liaoning Railway); BHR, Beijing-
Hankou Railway; BSR, Beijing-Suiyuan Railway; CER, Chinese-Eastern Railway; GHR(S), 
Guangzhou-Hankou (South section) Railway; GHR(N), Guangzhou-Hankou (North section) 
Railway (in 1930s inci Zhu-Ping or Anyuan Railway); GJR, Guangzhou-Jiulong (Canton-
Kowloon) Railway (Chinese section); GSR, Guangzhou-Sanshui Railway; LHR, Longhai 
Railway; QJR, Qingdao-Jinan Railway; SMR, South Manchurian Railway; SNR, Shanghai-
Nanjing Railway (later NSR, Nanjing-Shanghai Railway); SHR, Shanghai-Hangzhou Railway; 
SN-SHR (NS-SHR) the joint administration of SNR and SHR; TPR, Tianjin-Pukou Railway; 
ZTR, Zheng-Tai Railway. 
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Table B Summary of selected labor legislation promulgated 1928-35 
Type Date Title of Legislation Comment 
1. 1929.12.30 Amended Factory Law Applied to factories using machines with >30 workers; 
enforcement to begin 1931.8.1; amended 1932.12.30 
1. 1930.12.16 Regulations for the admin- enforcement to begin 1931.8.1; amended 1932.12.30 
of the Factory Law and 1935.3.27 
1. 1931.12.18 Regulations for Factory Registration 
1. 1931.2.10 Factory Inspection Law Enforcement to begin 1931.10.1; amended 1935.4.14 
1. 1934.4 Program for the enforcement Restricted the application of the Factory Law due of Factory Inspection economic conditions: 5-stage phasing in plan. 
2. 1929.10.21 Labor Union Law Enforcementto begin 1929.11.1; amended 931.12.12 
1932.9.27 and 1933.7.20 
2. 1930.6.6 Regulations for the admin- amended 1931.12.19 & 1933.7.20 
of the Labor Union Law 
2. 1932.9.7 Regulations goveming the Min of Ind reg prom & enforced from 1932.9.7 
election of delegates to the 
Labor Union Congress 
2. 1932.10.5 Regulations goveming the strategic union legislation; enforced from 1933.7.1. 
organisation of the Seaman's Union 
2. 1932.10.5 Regulations goveming the strategic union legislation; enforcement? 
organisation of Railway 
Workers' Unions 
2. 1932.10.5 Regulations goveming the strategic union legislation; enforcement? 
organisation of Postal Workers' 
Unions 
2. 1932.10.5 Regulations goveming the strategic union legislation; enforcement? 
organisation of Telegraph 
Workers' Unions 
3. 1928.6.9 Amended Law Goveming the enforced 1928.6.9; amended 1930.3.17 & 
Settlement of Labor Disputes 1932.9.27 
between Employers & Employees 
3. 1933.6 Regulations for the applic- Approved by Nat Govt and enforced by the 
ation in Shanghai of the Greater Shanghai City Govt 1933.7.1 
above law on disputes 
3. 1930.10.28 Collective Agreement Law Enforced from 1932.11.1 
3. 1933.10.9 Provisional Regulations Goveming the Appointment of Arbitrators 
4. 1932.4 Provisional Regulations Gov- Enforced same date; amended 1932.5.26 
erning Workers' Savings 
4. 1932.3.22 Provisional Regulations Gov-Enforced same date. 
eming Minimum Wages 
4 1932.2.4 Regulations Goveming the Jointly promulgated by Ministries of Ind 
Enforcement of Worker's and Education. 
Education 
4 1934.5.31 Regulations for Encourage- Jointly promulgated by Ministries of Ind 
ment of Worker's Education and Education. 
Source- Koo Pingyuen, China's Labor Laws 1929-1935: Chinese text with English translation (Shanghai, 1935) 
Note- The four-fold classification is that used by Koo, the first are those regulating the work environment, the 
second regulating labor, the third covering disputes and the fourth pertaining to 'welfare'. 
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The bibliography is classified into four sections. Any work cited in the text is 
included. Standard reference works, bibliographies and other texts which have been 
consulted in the course of research and which were not cited directly are usually 
excluded. 
A. Archive Sources 
B. Interviews 
C. Works in Chinese and Japanese 
D. Works in European Languages 
A. Archive Sources 
The archives consulted were: the Second (or No 2) Historical Archives of China 
(Zhongguo di-er lishi dang'anguan), Nanjing, Jiangsu; the Shanghai Municipal 
Archive {Shanghai shi dang 'an guan), Shanghai; Records of the Wusong Works, the 
Records Room of the Qinshuyan Locomotive and Rolling Stock Plant, Changzhou, 
Jiangsu; the Records Room, Wuhan Museum of the February Seventh Strike {Wuhan 
erqi bagong jinianguan), Jiang'an, Wuhan, Hubei; Academia Historica 
{Guoshiguan), Archives, Taiwan; the Historical Commission of the Guomindang 
{Dangshiguan), Archives, Taiwan; the Archives of the Foreign Ministry of Japan 
{Gaimusho shiryokan), Tokyo; the Public Records Office, Hong Kong. 
A.l The Second Historical Archives of China, Nanjing. 
The repository for official documents of the Republican Period, 1912-1949, 
including the Beiyang government, the Nanjing government, and various agencies 
and instrumentalities associated with these governments. Below are listed the main 
series and the more important files consulted. Citations in the text are prefixed with 
SHA, followed by the series number {quanzonghao) and the file number {juanhao)-, 
the individual item cited in the text is identified by title and date, or by page number 
where the file has been paginated by the archive. The file titles are assigned by the 
archive and sometimes do not correctly or adequately identify the contents of the file; 
and the classification system reflects the orthodox CCP historiography for this 
period. Only the more frequently used files are cited specifically by number and title. 
#20. Jiaotongbu (Ministry of Communications), 1927-1949. 
../4689. Zhang Jia'ao [Chang Kia-ngau, Minister of Railways], "Hanmeng jiangjun 
Zhongguo tielu baogao zhi yanjiu" (Discussion of Brig. Gen. Hammond's report 
on Chinese railways), June 1937. 
Bibliography 
#138. Jing-Hu, Jin-Pu tieluju renshi dang'an (Personnel records of the Nanjing-
Shanghai, Tianjin-Pukou railway administrations). 
#214. Tiedaobu (Ministry of Railways), 1928-37. 
#215. Bei-Ning tielu guanliju (Beiping-Liaoning Railway Administration). 
../551-53. Lieche chahuo dupin (Train seizures of opium), 1932-35. 
../556, 559. Jinzhi siyun huo (On the suppression of smuggling), 1932-35. 
../966-67. "Lieche jintie ji yuangong fanfei deng" (Travel and food allowances), 
1932-33. 
../1502, May 1939. "Shanghaiguan gongwu duan yuangong renmian" (Shanghaiguan 
engineering section employees dismissals and appointments). 
../1966-1967. "Jinxian bei Ri ji zhashang zhi yuangong fuxu" (Compensation for 
employees bombed in a Japanese air raid on Jin county), October 1931-
November 1933. Documentation of regulations, claims and disbursements to 
employees or their families of those injured or killed in the Japanese attacks on 
the Beiping-Liaoning line, 8 October 1931. 
../1726-30 (1937-39), and, ../2053, 2056, 2058, 2078-80 (1932-34). "[Tianjin-
Tangshan-Shanhaiguan] duan yuangong binggu qingqiu wuxujin" 
(Compensation applications for deceased employees on [Tianjin-Tangshan-
Shanhaiguan] section). These files for the various railway sections between 
Tianjin and Shanghaiguan contain the applications for compensation by the 
dependents of a deceased worker, the personnel record of the worker, the 
medical/death certificate, and any investigation documents. These were the most 
important files for the construction of the wages series in Chapter 5 and for 
discussion of compensation, pensions and health in Chapter 6. 
.. /1755. "Tangshan chewuduan yuangong qingjia" (Tangshan traffic section leave), 
1937. 
..72094,1932-34. "Shanhaiguan qu tuizhi yuangong qing fa yanglaojin deng" 
(Requests for the issue of pensions by retired workers in the Shanhaiguan 
district). 
../2096. 1932-1933. "Fengtai Yingkou deng di tuizhi yuangong qing ling xujin 
yanglaojin" (Requests for compensation and pensions from retired workers at 
Fengtai, Yingkou and other places). 
#443. Ping-Jin qu tielu guanliju (Beiping-Tianjin Region Railway Administration). 
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#457. Jing-Hu, Hu-Hang-Yong tielu guanliju (Nanjing-Shanghai, Shanghai-
Hangzhou-Ningbo Railway Administration). 
.. /249-59. Opium habit investigation files, 1932-37. The test results of several 
hundred workers suspected of having an opium addiction, the administrative 
action taken if a habit was confirmed, and associated documents and reports on 
opium. 
../294. "Ben ju gongren renshu gongzi dengji jiang-cheng ... zhuangkuang diaocha 
biao" "Tables of the inquiry into the condition of the administration's workers, 
their numbers, wages, commendations and punishments ...", 1933-1937. 
../544. "Fangzhi qiemei, deng, jiang-cheng banfa" (Reward and punishment methods 
for the prevention of the theft of coal, etc), 1929-37. 
#538. Jin-Pu qu tielu guanliju (Tianjin-Pukou Region Railway Administration). 
../2506, 1924-26. "Jin-Pu lu Dezhou gongwu fenju guanyu yuexin fenji deng" 
(Tianjin-Pukou line Dezhou section concerning salaries, grades, etc) contains 
examples of indirect hiring on the Dezhou section. 
../2514, 1924-26. "Jin-Han duan guanyu yuangong shi-bing jia ji mianpiao deng" 
(Compassionate-Sick leave and concession tickets for staff on the Tianjin-
Hanzhuang section). 
#539. Jin-Pu qu tielu guanliju, Pu-Yan duan guanlichu (Tianjin-Pukou Region 
Railway Administration, Pukou-Yanzhou Section Management Department). 
#673. Jiao-Ji tieluju (Qingdao-Jinan Railway Administration), 1929-1937. 
../16. "Yuangong yangzhi chujin xiaozu weiyuanwei, zongjiheshi guanyu yuangong 
yanglao chujin wenti de wenjian" (Documents concerning problems of pensions 
and savings, the central audit office, subcommittee on employee support and 
savings), 1932-36. 
../84. "Zongjiheshi: yijiusanliu niandu yuangong xin-jin fen gaisuan" (Central audit 
office: budget estimates for disbursement of employees' salary and allowances 
for 1936). 
../85. "Ben lu zhiyuanlu" (Staff directory). An incomplete copy of Jiao-Ji tielu 
zhiyuanlu (Qingdao-Jinan Railway staff directory), c.1935. 
../87-116. "Jiao-Ji luju yuangong dengjika" (Employee register cards of the Qingdao-
Jinan Railway [family name group and department]), 1931-37. Twenty-nine files 
comprising bundles of personnel cards arranged by departments (../87-, general 
affairs, ../91-, engineering, ../100-, traffic, and ../106-, locomotive) and family 
name groups, each bundle containing between 300 and 350 cards, about 9,000 
employees. 
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#677. Ping-Han qu tielu guaniiju (Beiping-Hankou Region Railway Administration). 
#685. Qinshuyan jiche cheliang gongchang (Qinshuyan Locomotive and Rolling 
stock Works), Qinshuyan (Changzhou), successor to the Wusong Works. 
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Glossary of selected Chinese 
This glossary is a selected list of transliterated Chinese terms which appear in the 
text. Persons, place names, and unambiguous or common terms are excluded. 
batou 
baitiejiang 
banggongchengsi 
banghui 
bangjiang 
bangkou 
bangpai 
baogong 
baogongshang 
baogongtou 
baogongzhi 
baozhang 
baozhengshu 
baoren 
bianzhi 
bingjia 
bugao 
burenzi 
cachefu 
cache toumu 
cailiaochu 
cailiaofu 
cancha gongren. 
chanye gonghui 
chanye gongren 
changgong 
changpai 
changshou. 
changyuan. 
chefu 
chejian 
cheliang jiang 
cheliang jiangmu 
chepi 
cheshou. 
chewuchu 
cheyi 
chezhang 
chezhi 
cheng 
^ESI 
ei iE 
p 
mm 
umm 
i m 
• 
chengfa 
chengjiang 
chengjie 
chengzhi 
choulaojin 
chuchaifei 
chujin 
chuzhang 
chuanzi 
chuifu 
dagong 
dalibai 
daiyi 
dangshi 
daoban 
daofang 
daokoufu 
dengfu 
dengyoujin 
difang zizhi 
dianbaochu 
dianbaofu 
diandujiang 
dianji jiang 
dianji jiangmu 
diaochechang 
diaochefu 
duban 
duguan 
duangong 
duanpai 
duanzhang 
fanshajiang 
fansha jiangmu 
fei lugong 
fenduanzhang 
fengrenjiang 
fengren jiangmu 
fengzhajiang 
mm 
s i 
A X 
mm 
mm 
mm 
mx 
m 
- A i 
i m x 
mjJiB 
Glossary of selected Chinese 
gaofa 
gengfli 
gongdu huzhutuan 
gongfang 
gonghan 
gongjiang. 
gongjufu 
gongmin daode 
gongmin xunlian 
gongpeng 
gongtou 
gongwuchang 
gongwuchu 
gongyi 
gongyi 
gongyou 
gongzei 
goufii 
guanlichu 
guicheng 
guige 
guize 
guizhang 
guolu jiang 
guolujiangmu 
guomin 
guoyou 
guozhuan xiaogong 
hangbang 
hanghui 
haopai 
hongli 
hulu xunjing 
huahong 
huagong 
huxiang lianzuo 
hunjia 
a ! 
X E 
D| X i 
X f ^ l M 
xmm 
XM 
X i ^ 
•.m 
/ J ^ X 
Km 
mmmm 
^ i r 
n x 
mm 
Jigong 
jiguan 
jiguo 
jijiang 
jijiangmu 
jilao binggu 
jiqi jiang 
jiqi jiangmu 
jiqian 
jiwuchu 
jixieshi 
jiangong 
jianjin 
jianmian li 
jiang] in 
jiangli 
jiangshou 
jiangtou 
jiaofu 
jiaohang 
Jiaotongbu 
jiaotongshi 
jiaoyoufu 
jiaoyou toumu 
jintie 
jingshoufu 
jiuguo shirentuan 
juzhang 
fuchuzhang jichang mm 
fuduanzhang jiche cheiiang 
fufenduanzhang jiche jiang a ^ E 
fujuzhang deputy jiche jiangmu a ^ E 
futou jiche silu 
fuyi ji da gong 
fuzhanzhang ji da guo 
li 
i S M 
;ES 
i ^ E S 
JUL 
-S 
E s i 
P f T 
13 i^SsM 
m-. 
kaige 
kanshoufu 
keyuan nm 
kezhang 
kuaijichu 
kuanggong B I X 
laodongzhe mmm 
laogongbu 
laogong wenti 
laotouzi 
ligong M T 
294 
Glossary of selected Chinese 
lianchefu 
lianzuo 
lieche yuanyi 
liudong gongren 
linshi gong 
lingban. 
longtou 
longtoufang 
longtou gongchang 
luduan 
lujing 
luxiangong. 
lurenzi 
luzhengbian 
maodingjiang 
maogongjiang 
meifu 
meifumu 
mei jiaofu 
mengya 
mishu 
mianpia 
minfang 
minshu 
minye tielu 
moxingjiang 
moxing jiangmu 
mujiang 
mujiangmu 
^ y t i i X A 
X 
ei 
ISJ 
. itf 
mm 
i P X E 
mm 
t l M E 
t I M E S 
neidi putong jingchaf^ iill ^  i i m ^ 
neigong 
nianling. 
niwafu 
Nongshangbu 
nu hushi. 
nuanqifu 
pengfang 
penggong 
pengtou 
pi 
pingmin xuexiao 
pochan nongmin. 
pubao 
f ^ X 
I X 
qifu 
qiji siji 
qilu siji 
qiangong 
rigong 
IMX 
H X 
tebie dangbu 
Tiedaobu 
tiejiang 
tiejiangmu 
tieju. 
tingchai 
tongjiang 
tongjiangmu 
tongren 
tongrenhui 
tongxianghui 
tounao 
touzi 
tu huangdi 
wajiang 
waigong 
saitufu 
sangjia 
shaohanjiang 
shengqian 
shenti jiancha z h e n g ^ f § 
shijia ^ { g 
shishe yunming 
shiye zhi mu 
sishu. 
shenghuofu 
Shiyebu 
shougongye 
shuipeng siji 
shuipeng silu 
shuyunchu 
siji 
siji sihuo yuanyi 
silu 
sishi 
siyao. 
siyuan 
suozhang 
: PP 
^xm 
\!k 
m M 
mm 
mis. 
i i E S 
mw. 
[5]A ( 
SI fl{L< 
- ) 
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wairen chengban A M 
weirenling g / x ^ 
xiangpei Jiang 
xiangpei jiangmu 
xiaogong 
xikechegong 
xilujiang 
xilu jiangmu 
xinhaofu 
xinjin 
xinglu. 
xiuche jiang 
xujin 
xuangong. 
xuetang 
xuetu 
xunling 
xunyong 
a i S E g 
/J^X 
mmiE 
nm 
t i ^ 
m 
f i i i ^ 
zhangcheng 
zhengshi gong 
zhigong 
zhiling 
zhiwu 
zhiye gonghui 
zhiyuan 
zhiyuanlu. 
zhongshen xujin 
zhuanxisuo 
zhuanyong tielu 
zhuanzhefu 
zhuangchegong 
zhuangdinggong 
zhuangxiugong 
zongwuchu 
zuanyanjiang 
zuofang 
zuoyanyuan 
l E ^ X 
m x 
i X -
l ^ i T x 
/Ivii. 
im 
yapian 
yanchejiang 
yanche jiangmu 
yanglaojin 
yangiuchu 
yanglugong 
yitu xuexiao 
yiyuanzhang 
yin gong zhisi 
youfu 
youfu zhi fa 
yougong 
youqijiang 
youqi jiangmu 
you zuzhi gongren 
yuexin 
yuansi 
yuangong 
yuanyi 
yunchu 
mmm 
m'^m-' 
ijji: 
i x 
zagong toumu 
zawufu 
zangfei 
zhafu 
zhanfun 
zhanzhang 
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